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 Learning and Teaching Practice Experts Group

Responding to Learners

8th July 2009, Bristol

Summary of discussion

Digital literacies

New roles may be needed to pull digital literacies together, for curriculum teams and/or for learners, e.g. learning advisors (Swansea), who work with staff and learners;  academic advisors (Napier) based in each faculty; academic development tutors. All of these are based in academic departments and fully integrated into subject work.

Unless there is buy-in at the level of curriculum things are hard to shift e.g. Carpe Diem (Northampton) – ensuring key stakeholders are involved in course development.

Napier: rethinking whole of week one for first years, all orientation activities, with module leaders taking responsibility for introducing technology in a meaningful way. Not just a general induction in the VLE but this is how we use technology in this programme and this is how it will benefit you in your studies. 

Tutor skills are critical. Average age of tutors in FE is 55 (in HE?) and often they are not proficient with ICT and don't see the need to engage with newer learning technologies or with helping learners to become more effective strategic users. 

Key is academic staff embracing literacy development. e.g. at Napier every teaching member of staff is also a personal development tutor to some students, throughout their lifetime on the programme. So there is more continuity across modules. Also learners need to be involved in their own development.

Distinct differences between subject areas in terms of buy-in as well as the specific literacies which are well taught and supported. e.g. medics and nurses have very different cultures of learning, different disciplines have different models of supporting learners. So there needs to be a common entitlement but recognition of different practices and preferences. Also an arena for sharing practices in an open way. Library could lead and facilitate this.

Literacies development is owned by many different areas and learners are aware of this. LLiDA Audit (e.g. at Napier, Abingdon and Witney) has helped create new opportunities for collaboration e.g. at Napier has led to formation of common interest group across service areas, which now enables a coherent approach to be made to development tutors. However, politics of institutions can dictate how it's done, e.g. in less overt way within departments, or involving an outsider as impartial researcher.

InQBate another natural point of convergence for learner-led approaches.

There are problems in defining digital literacies when the technology landscape is changing so quickly. Cloud computing will mean learners can access learning in ways we can't imagine yet and that the education system isn't set up to support.

However, the issues are much wider than ICT capability – academic literacy and lifelong learning skills should be at the heart of what we do, and the lifelong learning skills of critical reflection and  appraisal. Also digital literacies require a champion, someone at PVC level.

Feedback and assessment

Learning demands feedback but does not require formal assessment: maybe we should be moving to far less or even no assessment? Have a learning process which generates its own evidence intrinsically, which learners (and others) can review and reflect on. Technology can enable capture of learning process and forms of prompt, intrinsic feedback. e.g. at Northampton, Health and Education are spearheading coursework-only approach.

But other subjects v. wedded to the pressure of exams which can encourage learners to raise their game. Existing summative mechanisms are sometimes easier due to issues of time, institutional support, tradition, practice. There are other ways of bringing in external perspectives and enhancing the 'performance' aspect within an evidence-based approach.

Current assessment regimes privilege certain kinds of skills which may well not be the skills that enable a graduate to thrive in a digital society, e.g. 3k word essays. Tutors and courses simply replicate the practice of the past. Need to radically rethink what we are assessing – is it facts, outcomes, processes, behaviours? Focus should be on capacities which will support learning throughout life, as well as subject/vocation skills.

Once again, tutor skills are an issue as formative assessment and valuable feedback are more demanding than setting and marking exams.

Feedback can be recorded so students can 'rerun' it as they need to e.g. Sounds Good project, other innovative uses of audio technology. Feedback can also be shared across a cohort, leading to vicarious learning e.g. Wrasse project. And technology provides opportunities for sharing and peer review of work in progress.

Prompt feedback leads to more learning gains as original task still fresh in learners' minds. Within 48 hrs should be the target, making the feedback more meaningful, and benefiting everyone. Danger is that feedback comes only with assessment, and assessment is too infrequent and too far removed from learning and teaching. They need to be kept distinct.

The ESCAPe toolkit highlighting principles and technologies seen as very useful and useable.

Feedback as an ongoing dialogue with tutor/peers, encouraging learners to become more self-sufficient and also take more responsibility for supporting/reviewing work of others, i.e. assessment must be both more reflective and more interactive. Learners have to learn how to respond to feedback. David Nicol's priciples are all about self-determination and self-efficacy.

Courses like the MSc in Ed at Napier which are all coursework-based demand a lot of negotiation around format, content and evidence. Personal development tutors help to align the experience for individuals. Compared with setting and marking exams, negotiating tasks, giving good feedback and supporting students to develop their portfolio are very time-intensive. Need to rebalance academic workload if we are to focus on assessment for learning. Particularly hard to achieve at undergraduate level where the expectation is that teaching will predominate.

Transition

Longer induction leads to better preparation for learning, and better aligned expectations on part of new learners and the institution.

Transition should include 'safe' spaces for experimentation in which students are clearly free to try and fail. Self-efficacy should be the goal from the start, so students should be encouraged to find their own approaches and ways of studying. Support should be focused on the needs of individual students and the goals they bring to the  learning situation.

Use of social networking sites to support transition: aren't students doing that anyway? Yes, some of the more savvy ones make contacts that way before arriving at college, but having an institutionally-sponsored space helps to level the playing field, gives clear message that networking is appropriate and valued behaviour. Students can always use their own personal technologies and spaces as well/instead/later.

Students express strong and diverse opinions about the use of e.g. facebook to support formal learning. At Swansea a survey found learners wanted the two worlds to be very separate, while a cohort at Glamorgan welcomed use of FB for study support. Preferences might be influenced by particular tutors, but seem most strongly influenced by students' perceptions about public/private and study/social boundaries.

There are multiple forms/moments of transition and transition itself is multi-modal, involving many aspects of the learning experience. Transition should be a shared responsibility across the institution and also involving students in taking responsibility for managing their own changing experience. Parents may have an increasing role to play, as in schools?

Different learners in transition will need face-to-face support, paper-based materials, contact via their mobile phones, online communities of support. Cannot make too many assumptions about how best to reach learners or the contexts from which they are coming.

Technology use – preferences and proficiency – are new sources of learner diversity which institutions have to manage, especially at transition.

Peer support

How do we ensure learners are rewarded for sharing their skills and strategies and supporting others?

Payment: In US it's quite common for students to be hired directly to support other students e.g. for mentoring, skills development or doing aspects of teaching support. There are opportunities for using and developing students' skills within the discipline. Undergraduates are also often employed as researchers, which can include educational research. Can be paid in terms of credit towards fees, loyalty cards etc., or modest sums of cash. Vouchers are a widely-used alternative to cash, to reward participation of various kinds.

Evidence e.g. in an e-portfolio to demonstrate employability. Lots of students are career oriented and recognise the need to show motivation, dedication etc. Student awards were also suggested: being recognised and gaining in reputation through support for peers. Any such award or acknowledgement can again be evidenced in their portfolio.

Through the assessment regime, but assessing 'participation' is controversial – how effective? We don't encourage tutors to teach collaboratively, we do encourage learners to collaborate but rarely do we assess them collaboratively. Need for authentic experiences of working with others and supporting others' development, not just 'groupwork' for the sake of it. Also need credible ways of assessing contributions to the process of groupwork, rather than just the outputs. 

How do we encourage sharing?

Build on learners' apparent willingness to share (but this may be limited and we may not be seeing the majority of learners who are less willing or confident). Note that not all sharing needs to be rewarded or structured: sharing takes place already. However, staff can acknowledge, and the satisfaction of creating new resources for others to use can be enhanced with explicit recognition and celebration.

Students may be encouraged to participate and share skills with each other if there is a supportive leadership for the project and good examples. Face to face and personal contact is important in encouraging participation. Provide safe spaces for sharing or validate and value the spaces learners set up for themselves. Ensure learners feel that what they have to share is valuable to others.

There are many approaches to sharing – rewards should be flexible and staff should acknowledge learners' own cultures.

Learners take a risk when they commit to groupwork and a shared approach to study. Many learners are more comfortable working alone – need to recognise these preferences and that there is also value in self-directed study.

Learners also bring different things to the table – for example, some (e.g. in ICT disciplines) have strong technical skills to share while others are better at facilitation and reflection. 

Technology has a role to play in evidencing and recording how learners contribute to one another's learning, and also in making strategies more explicit and widely available (e.g. LexDis)

Clarify positions on plagiarism and on how learners are expected to learn. What strategies are helpful, what are inappropriate? Learners have to feel safe when sharing their strategies for learning. Learners also need very clear models of (different approaches to) success in studying. 

Notice when learners develop 'coping strategies' to deal with what are essentially bad models of learning and teaching – and change the model, rather than depriving students of their strategies for success.

Help cohorts to develop a coherent identity, e.g. through strong bonding at induction, so there is a sense of responsibility towards one another.

Acknowledge all contributions, however small.

Priorities for future funding

Using existing outcomes:

Produce digests and summaries, collated for ease of access

Develop a national database of learning strategies (approaches? Designs?)

Engage senior managers e.g. through a VC's briefing day, using JISC name and recent C of Inquiry to attract. Use Framework for Excellence (especially Learners' Voice criteria) as hook for senior managers in FE. Give tools they can easily adapt for use in own institutional contexts.

Institutional visits or development days, using expertise and know-how developed through LX programme. Hooks are what challenges the institution is currently facing and how engaging learners can help.

Audience must go beyond current JISC interest groups

 Approach Dept for BIS (? Mandelson) to take these ideas forward in context of building the new digital society and economy.

Here is the list that Cam and Shri came up with in the final session:

1. Run further regional or trans-regional workshops. The learner voice is of the 5 sections of the new “Framework for Excellence” which all FE colleges will be graded against, giving us a powerful ‘hook’ to engage senior management.

2. Engage with Regional Support Centres for dissemination (I know we do this already).

3. Conduct further studies into the experiences of learners in the ACL, FE and work based learning sectors.

4. The support and synthesis wiki and other websites mentioned have been very useful already. (Malcolm and I will be using some of those resources this coming Friday at a college staff development day). More of the same, please! Toolkits are particularly valuable.

5. Once we have some good examples of the use of these materials in the FE and Skills sector, RSCs may be able to help with the writing up and sharing of case studies. (All RSCs have an information officer whose remit it is to populate the LSIS Excellence Gateway with good practice case studies)

Further investigations:

FE/ACL – need to do more investigation in this area, recognising that the learning experience is very different.

Agreed that we need to look in more detail at peer support, under and over the radar. 

Learners differences: not enough to say that learners are different, what are the critical differences in terms of learning design and in terms of design of learning environments?

Look into learners' awareness of their own digital presence. Do they know how to act safely, responsibly and ethically online, to manage their digital identity and reputation, to be culturally aware and 'savvy' in a global online community? Do institutions have a responsibility to support learners and how are they supporting them effectively?

Look in more detail at the transition from college/university to work – re-engaging with alumni after several years and finding out how relevant their skills have been. Find out how they are using established and emergent, personal and organisational technologies in their work roles. Pace of innovation in terms of technology use is often faster than professional bodies etc can respond.

Tutor skills – need to x-ref learner experience with staff skills and experience. Look not only at staff development issues but at recruitment and career progression issues. Maybe do some investigative work and look at providing some guidelines around job descriptions for teaching staff: what competencies are expected, asked for, and articulated and how is innovation rewarded? Similarly PGcerts cd be audited as to how well use of ICT is embedded. Also need to look at digital practice in research and the professions – how can this be drawn up on to enhance the learner experience?

Changing context – e.g. the edgeless/borderless university – and its impact on the learning experience.

For all the presentations and papers from this meeting please visit http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningpedagogy/elearningexperts/jul09.aspx 
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