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Series Editor’s foreword

The post-16 environment has undergone and continues to go through major
changes. Changes that have been so rapid and demanding of those teaching and working in the
post-16 classroom that intense continuing professional development, training and learning has
been required by all involved within the sector. This framework of rapid change has required
all involved in the post-16 phase to gain formalized teaching qualifications, either by training as
teachers or by enhancing any existing teaching qualifications. Those already engaged with
teaching in the sector are taking up this challenge. Those entering the profession also need to
take up the challenge of achieving teaching qualifications.

Teacher training within the post-16 phase has become more regulated, with competence in
teaching and learning areas designated by agencies such as OFSTED introducing inspection
based on a competency framework. These factors have increased the need for those learning to
teach, as well as those experienced teachers in the sector, to gain teaching qualifications.
Expectations of what it is to be a teacher and what a teacher is expected to engage with in the
post-16 sector have been increased and highlighted by the external impetus for accountability
of teaching quality. Teaching standards have given a framework for those wishing to gain
teacher status within the sector; these include:

• knowledge and understanding;
• planning, teaching, and management of the learning environment;
• monitoring, assessment, reporting and accountability;
• professional values;
• continual professional development.

This book aims to guide the trainee and new teacher through each category, with the
anticipated help of their mentor or critical friend. The underlying principle of the book is that
teaching is an art as well as a science. Teaching is one of the most creative and satisfying
professions to be involved in. Yet as in any profession there are key elements, skills, practices
and standards that have to be achieved if effective and efficient practitioners are to be
developed. This book addresses all the key areas within the post-16 teaching and learning
environments. In some chapters this is made more explicit than others. Throughout it is
assumed that the trainee or new teacher will have a copy of the requirements and standards for
teachers within the sector and will gain, with the help of the book, a good working knowledge
and understanding of them, in order to become an effective and competent teacher in the
post-16 environment.



The book, through its tasks and overall design, is aimed at helping trainee and new teachers
to develop their skills, knowledge and pedagogic practice so that they not only meet the
demands of the post-16 teaching standards, but also develop and nurture their own philosophy
of teaching.

Every teacher-training course starts trainees on their way. Learning the art and craft of
teaching is a process, one that lasts a career—from trainee to newly qualified teacher to
experienced teacher. The book attempts to address this learning process by involving the
mentor or critical friend in the trainee’s or new teacher’s training and learning.

Gill Nicholls 
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Introduction
Lin Le Versha

Curriculum 2000 has provided the first opportunity for 50 years to reconstruct the
qualifications framework and the experience of 16- to 19-year-old students. Over the last five
years the development of the framework has stimulated discussions on routes and pathways,
structures and systems and modes of assessment, which have involved government,
professional associations and teachers in their schools and colleges. The implementation of the
framework has moved the spotlight from questions on its construction to those that challenge
the teacher—how do we use the new qualifications as a means to improve our teaching and
our students’ learning?

The extent of the discussions has also prompted university departments of education to
become aware of the paucity of educational research in this sector and to recognize that the
specific needs and characteristics of 16- to 19-year-old students deserve more attention.
Their research is moving from statistical surveys on retention and achievement to the classroom
and the ways in which we can successfully stimulate, motivate and support students and
prepare them for higher education or employment.

This book moves from theory to practice and it is intended for students who are studying
PGCE/A courses and for newly qualified teachers who wish to learn more about working with
16- to 19-year-old students. The first section provides a context for the qualifications framework,
its assessment and ways of supporting and developing students personally and academically.
The second section moves into the classroom and explores practical strategies to manage
students and their learning. These practical approaches are rooted in theory but have been used
successfully in classrooms by post-16 teachers, and the systems described are those actually
used to manage learning in colleges and sixth forms. Tasks are included in all chapters to
stimulate development activities and discussion, and to involve the reader in the debate that is
still taking place in the post-16 sector.

The authors hope that their views and strategies will support a creative, confident approach
to 16- to 19-year-old education, one that is based on self-reflection and the desire to
improve learning. 
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Part 1

Exploring the theory and context of the post-16
framework
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1
How did the post-16 qualifications framework

develop?
Lin Le Versha

The post-16 qualifications framework was introduced to the first year (Year 12) of sixth forms
in England and Northern Ireland in September 2000, following 20 years of discussion, vision
and attempts to revolutionize post-compulsory education for 16- to 19-year-olds. After two
major consultations, the Dearing Report (1996) and Qualifying for Success (DfEE, 1997), under
successive Conservative and Labour governments, we now have a framework that incorporates
the academic and vocational and has at its core the desire to improve retention and widen
participation at 16.

The assessment of learning through examinations was initially established to test the
vocational competencies of those engaged in particular professions. Among the first
examinations were those set for apothecaries in 1815, followed by one for solicitors in 1835
and then for accountants in 1880. General education was assessed through inspectors’ visits to
elementary schools, such as that famously described by Dickens in Hard Times where Gradgrind
wants ‘nothing but facts’, and for those in predominantly fee-paying secondary schools through
the School Certificate at 16 or the Higher School Certificate at 18. The School Certificate,
introduced in 1917, was structured around a baccalaureate approach and generated much
criticism, as generations of able students who failed one component were, for that reason,
denied progression to higher education.

This baccalaureate style was radically altered when in 1951 examinations were set to assess
separate subjects in the General Certificate of Education (GCE). The GCE was examined at two
levels, Ordinary (O) levels taken at the age of 16 and Advanced (A) levels taken at 18.
From the 1940s until the 1960s the brightest children were selected at the age of 11 to go to
grammar schools to follow an academic curriculum, which usually led to an arts/science divide
at 14 or 16.

The 80 per cent of 11-year-olds who failed their 11-plus examination went to secondary
modern schools and left school without taking examinations. The Beloe Report in 1960
recommended the introduction of the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) as an incentive
for these students to stay in education until 16 and to leave with some qualifications. CSEs
offered students the possibility of assessment through a wider range of learning styles than
O levels as they could submit coursework for academic as well as practical subjects. This did
not, however, increase the staying-on rate at 16 as secondary modern school students did not
wish to cross the divide established at 11 to join grammar school sixth forms.

During the second half of the 20th century successive governments were concerned about
the number of pupils leaving school without qualifications and how few students were



progressing to post-16 education. Until 1939, 88 per cent of children left school at 14, and the
Crowther Report (1959) recorded that only 10 per cent of 17-year-olds were in full-time
education. In the middle of the swinging 60s almost half the school population left school with
no formal qualifications. The raising of the school-leaving age from 15 to 16 in 1974, linked
with the development of the comprehensive school system, meant that 87 per cent of pupils
then took either O levels or CSEs before leaving school. In the mid-1980s, 53 per cent of
students left school after taking these examinations but 40 per cent of students still left school
without qualifications (HMSO, 1968, 1986). At this stage only 20 per cent returned to the
sixth form for a further year’s study. Staying-on rates improved with the advent of the GCSE
in 1986 when O levels and CSEs were merged into a single examination and the path to sixth
form education was widened.

The 1980s saw a number of papers calling for post-16 reform, among them the Higginson
Report (1988), suggesting a broadening of the 16–18 curriculum, which was rejected in favour
of the ‘gold standard’ of the existing A levels. Rather than tamper with the academic pathway,
a new vocational route was established in 1986 by the National Council for Vocational
Qualifications (NCVQ) and, by 1990, 130 lead bodies existed to validate National Vocational
Qualifications (NVQs). These competence- or skill-based examinations were considered to be
too narrow for schools and colleges to include in their full-time 16–19 curriculum as NVQs
were to be assessed in the workplace.

So a broader course, based on underpinning vocational knowledge and skills, known as the
General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) was introduced to schools and colleges in
Education and Training for the Twenty First Century (DFE, 1991). Following pilot studies in 1992
GNVQs were rapidly available to all schools and colleges from September 1993.

As GNVQ assessment was based on portfolios of coursework and multiple choice answer
tests, they offered students who did not succeed in traditional examinations an alternative way
of study and assessment at post 16. University courses, particularly in ‘new’ universities, were
set up to receive this particular style of learning and offer these students access to degree-level
study. The GNVQ was seen as providing a new pathway between the academic A levels and
the vocational NVQs.

The debate about parity of esteem between GNVQs and A levels raged throughout the early
1990s and was fuelled by the National Audit Office report Unfinished Business
(OFSTED/National Audit Office, 1993). The Audit Office reported that between 30 and 40
per cent of students who started A level courses failed to complete them and then left the sixth
form with no qualifications beyond their GCSEs.

This concern with retention, improving the staying-on rate at 16 and the growing number of
examinations that students could take at 16-plus led to three reports in 1995–96.
The Beaumont (1995) and Capey (1996) Reports looked at NVQs and GNVQs
respectively and suggested modifications to both. NVQs were to have core and optional units
and to remove the jargon from their specifications and GNVQs, although applauded for
offering a more ‘independent’ style of learning post 16, were criticized for being difficult to
complete in the two years offered in the sixth form, with two-thirds of candidates failing to
do so.

The consultations for the Dearing Report were conducted in parallel with those for
Beaumont and Capey, and all three political parties supported the three-track system in 1996.
The House of Commons Education Committee (1996) wanted to find ways to ‘enhance the
rigour of assessment of A Levels, GNVQs and NVQs’. Dearing was to rationalize the 20,000
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qualifications available to 16-year-olds, to impose coherence and control but to include
diversity and choice.

This tension and the support for the three tracks that had emerged over the previous decade
led to a system that several commentators have compared to Plato with his gold, silver and
bronze levels of education (Stanton and Richardson, 1997; Tomlinson, 1997): the gold citizens
of the highest class should receive the liberal education, those in the silver or middle class
would benefit from a vocational education while those in the bronze layer should be socialized
and acquire basic vocational skills.

Instead of a three-track class system, the framework incorporated three pathways: the A
level route, which developed the knowledge, understanding and skills rooted in specific
subjects; the applied pathway of GNVQ, which developed the broad range of skills and
underpinning knowledge associated with a vocational area; and a third or vocational track
where students could become competent in a trade or a profession at an appropriate level in the
workplace. Thus at the end of the 20th century we saw the gold, silver and bronze of Plato’s
Republic embodied in the proposals for the post-16 qualifications framework.

The debate surrounding the Dearing Report came to a halt in 1997 as a general election led
to a New Labour government. The vision of the Labour Party manifesto Aiming Higher,
published a week before the Dearing Report, and the reality of the reforms following the
Qualifying for Success (DfEE, 1997; QCA, 1998) consultations once New Labour was in
government are well documented by Hodgson and Spours (1999). The academic/vocational
divide was blurred structurally by the rationalization of the regulating body for academic
qualifications (SCAA) and the NCVQ into a single body, the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA), along with the merger of all academic examination boards and vocational
accreditation bodies into three awarding bodies (Edexcel, AQA and OCA) and the Education
and Employment departments into a single ministry.

The qualifications framework, or Curriculum 2000, was developed alongside this structure.
A levels were broken down into two blocks each comprising three units, called AS and A2,
with a corresponding structure and grading in GNVQs, which were to become AVCEs
(Advanced Vocational Certificate of Education). Key skills in communication, application of
number and information technology were to be accredited, while the ‘soft’ key skills of
problem solving, working with others and improving one’s own learning and performance
were to be developed later. Work was to begin on an overarching certificate and
diploma—the National Certificate at level 2/GCSE and the National Advanced Diploma at
level 3/Advanced level—but neither was to be implemented until at least 2001. Coursework
was limited to 20–30 per cent, as was the number of resits that could be taken, in an attempt
to ensure that the rigour, or ‘gold standard’, of A levels was preserved. 

What is the qualifications framework?

The 20,000 qualifications for 16- to 19-year-olds that were publicly funded in 1996 have been
categorized in five levels along three tracks. Students at all levels from the most basic at
Foundation level or level 1 to postgraduate at level 5 can study courses and seek accreditation
along the three tracks of academic, applied or vocational. Those at level 3 attract points that
can build up a profile or tariff for university entrance.

The consultations on the framework had at their centre the creative tension of how to
broaden the A level programme while maintaining its standard, to widen participation of
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16- to 19-year-olds in full-time education and, once they were attracted to study, to retain
them. The standard of vocational programmes was to rise so that they would enjoy ‘parity of
esteem’ with the traditional ‘gold standard’ of A levels and form part of a coherent framework
that higher education and employers could understand (see Figure 1.1).

Increase in subjects

From September 2000 students selecting their level 3/Advanced level course have selected
four or five AS subjects leading to three examinations or modules assessed at the end of the
first year. Following the issuing of AS results in August they return for a second year of study
to follow three or four A2 courses in the subjects taken at AS. Students have the opportunity
to tailor their course to build on their success in the AS or to change direction and add
additional AS courses to their programme.

Vertical flexibility

Unlike the traditional A level course, where usually three subjects were chosen at the
beginning of year one and the examinations taken at the end of the second year, the framework
offers the flexibility that students and their tutors have welcomed. After the stable, common
core of subjects offered by the National Curriculum until Key Stage 4 (GCSEs), students were

Figure 1.1 The qualifications framework

were often trapped in two-year A level courses that did not meet their expectations or which
they found very different and at a much higher standard than suggested at GCSE.

They had two choices: to continue struggling with a subject they did not like and understand
or to drop out and start again. Many students just dropped out of education altogether at the
end of the first year, as the Audit Commission discovered in 1993. Now these students can
choose which of their subjects to drop or to replace with another AS if they wish to continue in
education. If they choose to leave education they have a qualification that they can convert to
A2 later in their life or they can use their AS certificates as access to higher education at HND
or Foundation Year level.
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Horizontal flexibility

Not only has the flexibility been built into vertical progression but it has also been built in
horizontally, as students are now able to select from three-module AS and A2 courses and
similarly from three- or six-module Vocational Certificate of Education (VCE), formerly
known as the General Vocational Certificate of Education (GNVQ). This was primarily
designed as a two-year full-time programme with the equivalent time and outcome of two
A levels. Another A level could be added alongside it but for many students the GNVQ, in for
example business or leisure and tourism, was their main course.

Now students can select from double VCEs of 12 units, the equivalent of two AS/A2
subjects, or a single VCE six-unit award, which has the same volume and value as one AS/A2
subject. This can be broken down even further: students could take a three-module award in
some VCEs over one year as they would an AS subject. This has the effect of offering students
a choice between two different modes of assessment and learning styles in, for example,
business studies. The AS/A2 in business studies is examined primarily in the examination room
with data response and essay questions, while the VCE offers the student a much greater
coursework option and short-answer questions on applied knowledge and understanding.

Mix and match

Figure 1.2 shows the possibilities for mixing and matching.

Note: Possibilities are in shaded boxes.
Figure 1.2 Mixing and matching

Key skills

For the first time all students following post-16 programmes of study are expected to be
following courses in the three ‘hard’ key skills of communication, application of number and
information technology. In addition to a portfolio of work for each key skill, students also take
examinations in them at level 1, 2 or 3. The successful acquisition of key skills at level 3 could
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earn the student points towards university entry on the UCAS tariff introduced for university
admissions in September 2002.

A voluntary framework

The Dearing Report in 1996 suggested the way to ensure breadth in the A level programme
was to establish an overarching certificate or basic matriculation requirements at levels 2 and
3. Level 2 would reflect the broad programme already studied at Key Stage 4 but it would
mean that students at level 3/Advanced level would continue studying subjects across the
range of art, science, humanities and mathematics with key skills. This would reflect the
baccalaureate approach of many of the systems in Europe and prevent the specialism at
Advanced level that is criticized in the English system.

The qualifications framework introduced in September 2000 is perceived as ‘soft’ as there is
no firm compulsion to combine particular subjects or even to take a basic minimum. During
the first year of Curriculum 2000 key skills were delivered primarily by FE and sixth form
colleges, as they received funding to teach them. Schools made individual decisions on whether
key skills would be part of their post-16 curriculum. The number of AS subjects taken by
students also varied across colleges and schools. Colleges encouraged students to sit at least
four AS subjects while in many local authority schools students have taken three subjects.
In the independent sector the pattern appears to be similarly idiosyncratic as some schools are
offering students four AS followed by four A2 subjects while others suggest four AS reducing
to three A2 subjects.

The framework could become ‘firm’ if the government were to impose an overarching
certificate suggesting the rules of combination and number of subjects to be taken to achieve
level 3. Another force on the framework is its currency in the eyes of the universities.
If admissions tutors in the universities that select their students, such as the Russell Groups, and
medical and veterinary schools, continue to ask for three passes at grade A in a narrow range
of subjects, then students and their parents will question the wisdom of taking a broader range
of subjects, additional examinations and key skills that could well lower their grade profile.
The success of the framework in achieving its aims will depend on the long-term stance taken
towards its development by the government, schools and colleges and, at the receiving end,
the universities and employers.

An alternative

Governments may have been making changes to post-compulsory education over the last 20
years but so have schools themselves. Alongside the discussions that have generated Curriculum
2000, proposals for or a British baccalaureate have also been developed (Finegold et al, 1996).
Some schools have turned towards the International Baccalaureate as an alternative for their
students and in the following box Robert Tibbott, Deputy Headteacher of Dartford Grammar
School, describes the award that has been offered at the school since 1995 and is now taken by
50 per cent of the sixth form.
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The International Baccalaureate Diploma
Courses leading to the award of the International Baccalaureate Diploma (IB) are an

attractive alternative to GCE Advanced level.
The IB Diploma is an internationally recognized school-leaving qualification. It involves

a two-year programme of study for 16- to 19-year-olds and British universities welcome
students with the diploma.

The IB curriculum is genuinely broad and balanced. Students study in six disciplines:

• the home language;
• a second language (modern or classical);
• a humanity (history, geography, business studies, IT, classical civilization, etc);
• a science (or design technology);
• mathematics; and
• either art, music or theatre arts etc, or a further language, humanity or science.

Through this curriculum virtually all career paths can be safeguarded, while each
student follows a pathway that is broad enough for academic balance and to allow the
possibility of change between the sixth form and university. An aspiring medical
student will take two sciences along with mathematics, for example; a candidate keen
to read law at university will find it easy to choose a balanced course from the
options available.

A student normally studies three subjects at higher level (A level equivalent) and three
at standard level (between GCSE and AS level).

Underpinning this part of the curriculum are three areas of core activity:

• The theory of knowledge—an interdisciplinary course intended to stimulate
critical reflection on knowledge and experience gained inside and outside the
classroom. Students are challenged to question the bases of knowledge and to
appreciate other cultural perspectives.

• The extended essay—with staff support, students investigate and write up a topic
of special interest. This is a useful preparation for university work.

• CAS—students receive accreditation for work in the fields of creativity, action
and service. By this means, it is hoped that students become responsible,
compassionate citizens.

The final examination, taken after five terms of study, is assessed at seven levels: 7 points
represent the highest grade (above grade A at A level); 3 or fewer points represent an
unsatisfactory level of performance. Each student, therefore, has a potential total
score of 6×7=42 IB points on the six selected subjects. To this may be added a
maximum of 3 bonus points for a distinguished performance in the theory of
knowledge and the extended essay. The absolute maximum points per student is
thus 45.

Although there are timetabling, administrative and financial issues raised by the
prospect of introducing the IB, none of these offers any real obstacle. Our satisfaction
with the IB as a curriculum for the sixth former of the 21st century is considerable.
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The International Baccalaureate Organization is based in Switzerland. Its office in Great
Britain is at Peterson House, Malthouse Avenue, Cardiff Gate, Cardiff CF23 8GL.

Has Curriculum 2000 delivered?

According to QCA research (2002) using OFSTED and UCAS statistics, the answer would
seem to be yes. The curriculum has greater breadth and is more flexible:

• The breadth of the curriculum offered is satisfactory or better in the large majority of
schools, with over half being good or better.

• Students are able to follow their chosen combination of subjects in the large majority of
schools (OFSTED, quoted in QCA, 2002:3).

A UCAS survey in 2001 shows that the academic divide is being blurred, as 86 per cent of sixth
form colleges and 56 per cent of all schools and colleges are combining GCEs and VCEs.
Students are broadening their programme and the volume of their study with 66 per cent of
students taking four AS subjects in Year 12 (excluding general studies) and 13 per cent adding
a new AS subject in Year 13; and 42 per cent of students are resitting at least one GCE unit in
Year 13 so almost half of the cohort are working to improve their grades at AS before entering
the examination room for their A2 subjects. Add to this the 13 per cent of Year 13 students
who claim that they are studying a different A2 subject to that originally planned and it would
appear that Curriculum 2000 is indeed offering the breadth and flexibility hoped for in
its design.

So it would appear that students now have the real opportunity for the first time to cross the
gold/silver divide and move towards a framework where flexibility and programmes of study
can be tailored to an individual style of learning. They can explore two and in some cases all
three of the pathways as they develop an integrated curriculum that meets their individual
needs. In the 21st century we have made the first step away from the discrete metals of the
Platonic divide and instead moved towards a creative alloy that is forged within the
individual student.
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2
Examination and assessment in Curriculum 2000

Jackie Greatorex

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this paper are those of the author and are not to be
taken as the opinions of the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate
(UCLES) or any of its subsidiaries.

General qualifications in Curriculum 2000

The aim of this chapter is to explore the similarities and differences between Advanced
Subsidiary (AS) qualifications, A2, A levels and Vocational Certificates of Education (VCE),
which are all Advanced qualifications.

General Certificate of Education (GCE) A levels were introduced in 1951 for a small, elite
group of students preparing for single honours study at universities (Young and Leney, 1997).
By 2000 nearly 50 per cent of students under 21 years of age had achieved an A level
qualification. The government’s target is that by 2003 this would grow to 60 per cent (DfEE,
1999). Hodgson and Spours described these as dramatic changes and added that: ‘Advanced
level provision now includes a significant proportion of vocational study alongside more
traditional academic subjects’ (2000:2).

Prior to Curriculum 2000 there were two types of A levels: ‘linear A levels’ and ‘modular
A levels’. For linear A levels, students followed a syllabus of study for two years and then took
a series of examinations (sometimes known as terminal examinations) at the end of the two
years. The terminal examinations allowed some linear A levels to include a synoptic element in
the assessment. The modular A level syllabuses were divided into modules, and candidates
were examined at the end of each module, but there was a minimum of 30 per cent assessment
through terminal examination (Hodgson and Spours, 1997). Students generally studied three
A levels over two years of full-time education. Prior to Curriculum 2000 there were also
General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQs) in the 16 to 19 sector, which were
designed to prepare students for employment in a broad occupational area as well as being an
accepted route to higher education. GNVQs were based on the idea that students should
demonstrate competence to achieve the award. GNVQ assessment relied heavily on project
work and collecting a portfolio of evidence to demonstrate competence although there were
some examinations (Hayward, 1995). GNVQs in the 16 to 19 sector were generally available
in schools and colleges from September 1993 (Wolf, 1997).

A level students in the systems in England, Northern Ireland and Wales have had a narrow
and specialized educational experience compared with students at the same level in other



European countries. Today’s global market demands that learners demonstrate a broader range
of skills in work and everyday life but, like many other curricula, the Advanced curriculum has
been characterized by an academic/vocational divide. Vocational qualifications have been
devalued and there has been little mixing of academic and vocational study (Hodgson and
Spours, 2000).

The Dearing Committee’s (1996) review of 16 to 19 education outlined proposals for
reform. Hodgson and Spours (2000) argued that the Dearing Report was the main influence on
the present New Labour government’s approach to this education sector. For example, it
recommended the new six- and three-unit VCEs, which were adopted in Qualifying for Success
(QfS), a DfEE consultation paper on the future of post-16 qualifications. The New Labour
government’s plans for the 16 to 19 qualifications came to fruition in September 2000 when
Curriculum 2000 was launched.

In summary the changes to the curriculum were that new three-unit GCE Advanced
Subsidiary (AS) qualifications were introduced as the first part of an A level. Students could
then take a three-unit A2 to transform their AS to an A level. The AS qualifications aim to be:

assessed and graded to match the levels of attainment expected from students halfway
through an advanced course of study…[They] focus on the skills, knowledge and
understanding developed during the first half of an advanced course of study…The
conceptually less demanding material will tend to be assessed in AS units. The more
demanding A2 units will be assessed and graded at a higher standard.

(Stobart, 2000:17)

The AS standard is meant to be below A level but above GCSE. The full A level should be of
equivalent standard to the old A levels.

The 12-unit Advanced level GNVQ became the Advanced Vocational Certificate of
Education (Double Award). A new vocational qualification, the Advanced Vocational
Certificate of Education (AVCE), or Vocational A level, has now been introduced along with
the three-unit Advanced Subsidiary Vocational Certificate of Education (ASVCE). ASVCE is
currently only available in business, engineering, health and social care, and information and
communications technology. All these Advanced Vocational qualifications are deemed to be of
equivalent standard to A levels and as a group of qualifications they are known as VCEs.
Recently the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) launched a national
qualifications framework. QCA is a government body that regulates qualifications. The
national qualifications framework ‘is a way of organising and quality assuring qualifications in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. It is like a map that shows how qualifications relate to
each other, and the quality of the qualifications in it will be guaranteed’ (QCA, 2000a:2).
GCEs, VCEs and National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) have been incorporated into the
national qualifications framework but NVQs are not considered in detail in this chapter. 

The new Curriculum 2000 qualifications, AS and A levels, are administered by five
awarding bodies: Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA), Oxford, Cambridge and RSA
Examinations (OCR) and Edexcel in England; Council for Curriculum, Examinations and
Assessment (CCEA) in Northern Ireland; and Welsh Joint Examinations Council (WJEC) in
Wales. A2 units are also administered by these awarding bodies. The A2 is not a qualification
in itself; it is only part of an A level. VCEs are administered by AQA, Edexcel and OCR but
are not currently offered by CCEA or WJEC. The awarding bodies compete in terms of the
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differences between the specifications (formerly known as syllabuses) that they provide for
each qualification and the services that they can provide. QCA monitors the practice of the
awarding bodies in England and publishes a Code of Practice (QCA, 2002) to which they must
adhere. Qualifications and Curriculum Authority for Wales (ACCAC) is the regulating
organization in Wales, and CCEA is self-regulating.

Similarities and differences between VCE, GCE and other
Advanced qualifications (AS and A levels)

In this section the objective is to identify similarities and differences between VCE and other
Advanced qualifications. There are issues that need to be considered:

• curriculum—purposes, standards, unitization factors (ie size of qualifications, choices
between units, resits, the cashing in of units), key skills and pedagogy;

• assessment—internal and external assessment, grading issues (ie the grades available, award
meetings, uniform mark scales) and the assessment specification (ie quality of written
communication, synoptic assessment).

VCEs equip candidates with general skills and are relevant to a broad employment area.
By contrast A levels provide students with access to specialist knowledge and associated
concepts and skills. Both VCEs and GCEs are routes to higher education.

‘Unlike GCE where AS units are not at full A level standard, all units in Vocational A level
are assessed at the same standard. The units are intended to be more difficult than GCE AS
units but less difficult than GCE A2 units’ (QCA, 2001a:17). The old A level standard is often
considered to be the ‘gold standard’ that should be maintained over time. There has, however,
been some debate about modular A levels (from before Curriculum 2000). Some authors
deemed modular A levels to be harder than linear A levels because the candidate may need to
achieve an A level standard early in the course and the system requires a commitment to hard
work throughout a two-year course rather than just a spurt at the end. On the other hand, it
has been argued that modular A levels were easier than linear A levels because they did not
assess the candidate’s synoptic grasp of the subject (Hodgson and Spours, 1997). Both these
points were heeded in the development of the new A levels in Curriculum 2000, which now
must contain a synoptic component and also an Advanced Subsidiary GCE, assessed at a
standard expected to be reached at the end of the first year of a two-year Advanced GCE
course. AS is now considered to be of a lower standard than A level and a higher standard than
GCSE. This might be deemed more appropriate than the old modular A level and VCE
approach as they were assessed at A level standard from the beginning of Advanced study. Some
students taking ASVCEs in January 2002 would have taken GCSEs in the summer of 2001: less
than two terms later they were expected to have reached A level standard in their VCE units,
but they were never required to reach A2 standard in any GCE unit. The new system of taking
AS qualifications at a lower standard than A levels, and then taking an A2 to make up an
A level, recognizes that it might take some students time to reach A level standard.

Developments are under way to introduce a VCE AS at the GCE AS standard. This would
mean a major redevelopment of the existing VCEs. It has been recommended that revised
qualifications are introduced for teaching from September 2004. This would allow time for the
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regulatory bodies, awarding bodies and centres (schools and/or colleges) to prepare for the
implementation of revised qualifications (QCA, 2001a).

Curriculum 2000 is a unitized system: both the new A levels and VCEs are unitized
qualifications. The old modular A levels were in a system similar to a unitized system but
linear A levels were not part of either a modular or a unitized system.

VCE qualifications come in three sizes—three-, six- and 12-unit qualifications.
In Curriculum 2000 AS qualifications normally combine three units, A2s combine three units
and A levels six units. There are some minority subject areas where the AS is one unit and the
A level is two units (QCA, 2000b). For a full list of the subjects that do not conform to the
three-/six-unit pattern, see Stobart (2000).

The six-unit and the three-unit ASVCEs are equivalent in size to A level and AS respectively.
ASVCEs consist of three compulsory units. In six- and 12-unit VCEs and the Double Award

there are compulsory and optional units. In general, for a six-unit VCE there are at least three
compulsory units and a maximum of three optional units. In some six-unit VCEs there are
over 10 optional units and there are rules about which combinations are permitted. Generally
for a 12-unit VCE there is a minimum of six and a maximum of eight compulsory units,
meaning that there is a maximum of six optional units. Generally all units in an A level are
compulsory. However, in a minority of A levels there is a choice between units. Some A levels
involve choice between questions on papers and choice between different components within
a unit.

Resits and cashing-in process

Candidates are allowed to resit each unit once. When a resit has been taken the better of the
two results contributes to the final grade of the AS and the full A level. Therefore resitting a
unit never disadvantages a student. The shelf life of candidates’ results from units is limited by
the lifetime of the specification (UCAS, 2001).

‘Cashing in’ is defined by QCA (2001a) as: ‘the process whereby schools and colleges ask
awarding bodies (by submitting requests towards the end of the spring term) to generate
qualification certificates for their students. Once a qualification certificate is awarded, the
asssessment units are used-up (cashed-in) and cannot be reused for the award of the
same qualification.’

Certificates are issued twice a year, after the June examination session and, for some
specifications, also after the January examination session. Between receiving examination
results and the award of the qualifications, centres have a short period of time to cancel
requests to cash in (QCA, 2001a). 

QCA (2001 a) report that there is uncertainty about whether candidates will be advantaged
or disadvantaged by cashing in the AS en route to the A level. They add that the uncertainty
arises from conflicting messages from the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service
(UCAS) and individual universities about whether or not they expect to see AS grades on UCAS
forms. UCAS is the central organization through which applications are processed for entry to
higher education.
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Key skills

Formerly key skills were a compulsory part of the GNVQ: candidates had to pass the key skills
assessments to gain the GNVQ qualification. The new key skills (KS) qualifications draw upon
evidence from a candidate’s wider programme of study, including AS, A levels and VCEs
(Hodgson and Spours, 2000). The KS qualification is optional, like all qualifications in
Curriculum 2000. The key skills are:

• application of number;
• communication;
• information technology;
• improving learning and performance;
• problem solving;
• working with others.

In the national qualifications framework there are five levels of qualifications: level 1 is the lowest
and level 5 is the highest. Level 3 qualifications are Advanced level qualifications, eg A levels.
There are key skills qualifications available at levels 1 to 4 for application of number,
communication and information technology (UCAS, 2001). These qualifications utilize both
internal and external assessment. The key skills of improving learning and performance,
problem solving and working with others are certificated on the basis of internal assessment.
Originally Curriculum 2000 included a key skills qualification that combined communication,
application of number and information technology. Subsequently this was removed, as it
unintentionally created inflexibilities in programme design (QCA, 2001a).

Opportunities to derive evidence for key skills are ‘signposted’ in the A level, AS and VCE
specifications. Additionally there are some qualifications that can be used to gain exemption
from aspects of the key skills specifications. These qualifications are called ‘proxy
qualifications’. For example, if students have grade A to E English language A level then they
are exempt from the level 2 and level 3 tests for communication, but not from the portfolio
part of the assessment. For a full list of these qualifications, see the QCA Web site.

Assessment

The classroom experience for candidates doing different qualifications will also be different.
The VCE approach to learning for art and design, and travel and tourism involves practical
work, assignments and independent research (OCR, 2000a, 2000b). In travel and tourism it is
also expected that some candidates might undertake group work for their centre-assessed
assessments although the work of the candidate must be clearly identified separately from the
group work for assessment (OCR, 2000b). By contrast, for old A levels, teaching activities
were characterized by teacher-led explanations, student note-taking, question/answer
exchanges and revision work (McEwen, McGuiness and Knipe, 1999). Modular A levels had
end-of-module examinations, so the teaching and national assessment experience was possibly
more integrated than for other qualifications. There would also be a good deal of revision for
examinations. The pedagogy of the new A levels may have changed slightly from that of old
linear A levels. Teaching of old linear A levels was more holistic with an emphasis on skills of
inquiry, evaluation and debate. By contrast, when teachers have taught the new AS
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specifications some have adopted a more didactic style or have engaged in ‘over-teaching’ to
ensure students cover everything (QCA, 2001b).

External assessment is an assessment that an awarding body sets or defines. It is often in the
form of tests or examinations. The awarding body specifies the conditions under which the
assessments are to be taken, eg supervision and time allowed, and assesses candidates’
responses. Internal assessment is an assessment that does not fit the definition for external
assessment for general qualifications. Internal assessment is generally assessed by the
candidate’s teacher/tutor. In the case of GCEs, internal assessment is often called coursework.

In VCE the type of assessment is not necessarily determined by whether the unit is optional
or compulsory. There also tends to be one type of assessment per unit (Stobart, 2000). The
majority of A levels and ASs have one form of assessment per unit, but there are some, for
example, where a choice between coursework and another form of assessment, usually a
written examination, is offered.

VCE is assessed using a variety of different types of assessment. Some units are assessed by
collecting a portfolio of evidence. For example, in the OCR specifications launched in
September 2000, art and design VCE employed written work, artwork and written papers,
and travel and tourism VCE employed unseen case studies, a case study and written paper and
short scenarios.

Similarly, the external assessments for A levels use a variety of approaches to assessment;
for example, English literature employs essay-based examination papers requiring a
levels-of-response (‘banded’) mark scheme, whereas mathematics uses a points mark scheme.
Levels-of-response mark schemes specify level descriptors, that is a description of the kind of
answer that will receive a mark from within a given band. For example, a level descriptor
might read: ‘good understanding across the breadth of the material and some depth; this
directly synthesizes the material to provide an answer to the question: 7 to 10 marks’ (adapted
from Elander and Hardman, 2002). Points mark schemes distinguish between the tasks that
candidates can do and cannot do, and marks are given according to the tasks that the candidate
completes correctly.

For VCE, AS and A level, candidates do not need to pass every assessment to gain a pass at
the qualification level. The marks that are gained on each internal and external assessment all
contribute to the qualification grade.

In general, two-thirds of VCE assessment is portfolio assessment and one-third is external
assessment (QCA, 2000c; Stobart, 2000). But there are some subjects that do not conform to
this rule of thumb, such as OCR art and design AVCE taught between September 2000 and
June 2002 where either two-thirds or 83 per cent of the qualification is
centre-assessed, depending on the options taken by a candidate. In Curriculum 2000, GCE AS
and A levels ‘normally contain a proportion of coursework up to 30 per cent, (though some
practical or creative subjects have more)’ (QCA, 2000c:1). These figures illustrate that VCE is
almost the reverse of new A levels in the balance between internal and external assessment. This
means that there is a big difference between the kind of assessment and the different skills
candidates must exhibit to gain the same grade on an A level compared to a VCE.

VCE, AS and A level internal assessments are all moderated. This can involve postal
moderation and/or a moderator visiting the centre, depending upon the nature of the
coursework. For A level coursework and VCE portfolios, centres are asked to ensure that the
rank ordering of the internally assessed units is correct. The role of a moderator is to ensure that
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a mark awarded for work of a given standard is the same from centre to centre. Moderators do
not award a grade.

In all of the assessment systems, the teacher is involved in teaching and assessing the
candidate’s work. However, the amount of direct influence that teachers have over the
candidate’s grade throughout their involvement in national assessment is higher for VCE than
for A levels.

GCE and VCE AS, and GCE A level in Curriculum 2000 have grades A to E available at the
qualification and unit levels. The 12-unit VCE qualifications are graded on a Double Award scale,
ie AA, AB, BB, BC, etc. If candidates do not achieve EE or E, they will receive
U (unclassified).

Award meetings

For VCE externally assessed units, grades E and A are awarded by an awarding committee (senior
examiners) using professional judgement and statistical evidence. Intermediate grade
boundaries (ie B, C and D grade boundaries) are determined arithmetically (QCA, 2002). The
same process is used for both externally and internally assessed AS and A2 units (QCA, 2002).
For internally assessed units the fundamental difference is that GCE coursework is graded at
the award meeting, while internally assessed VCE units (usually portfolios) have pre-set
boundaries based on marking criteria.

For GCEs and VCEs, raw marks at the unit level are converted to a common scale or
uniform mark scale (UMS). UMSs are used because of the following situations:

• Although examiners aim to set comparable assessments in each examination session
(January and June), sometimes one assessment is more or less demanding than expected.
These differences need to be accounted for so that the grades awarded are comparable.

• There may be a range of choices candidates can take in unitized schemes, with the result
that once the boundaries are aggregated from all the different combinations there might be
a variety of qualification-level grade boundaries.

The maximum marks available per unit and the standardized (predetermined) grade
boundaries on the UMS scale are found in the qualification specifications.

The raw marks that candidates achieve on each unit are converted into points on a UMS.
The UMS points from the AS units are added together to give the overall mark for the
AS qualification, and the marks are then converted into grades. The maximum UMS marks
available for the GCE and VCE AS qualification are 300, and the minimum UMS marks
required for each grade are: A 240, B 210, C 180, D 150, E 120. If a candidate has a total of
157 UMS marks that candidate will have achieved grade D. The UMS marks available for each
GCE AS unit vary with the weighting of the different units. For VCE there are 100 UMS
marks available for each unit. The minimum UMS marks required for each VCE unit grade
are: A 80, B 70, C 60, D 50, E 40.

For GCE the sum of the UMS points for the AS and A2 units for a candidate gives the
candidate’s total UMS mark for the A level. For AVCE the sum of the UMS points for six units
that constitute an AVCE gives a candidate’s total UMS mark for the AVCE. The minimum UMS
marks required for GCE and Vocational A level at the qualification level are A 480, B 420,
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C 360, D 300 and E 240 (twice those for the AS qualification-level grades). If a candidate has
400 UMS marks at the qualification level that candidate has achieved a grade C.

There is a maximum of 1,200 UMS marks available for the VCE Double Award and the
minimum UMS marks required for each grade are AA 960, AB 900, BB 840, BC 780, CC 720,
CD 660, DD 600, DE 540, EE 480. As for the other qualifications, the UMS marks from the
unit are added together to determine the candidate’s final mark, which is translated into
a grade.

Statement of results

UMS points are given with other information on the ‘statement of results’ that awarding
bodies issue to candidates via their centre after each examination session. An example of a
statement of results is given in Figure 2.1.

On his statement of results Robin has the outcomes of the two qualifications and the
Advanced units that he took in the same examination session.

Robin sat three mathematics AS units, pure maths 1, pure maths 2 and mechanics, in this
session. There were 100 UMS points available for each of these units, and each unit was worth
33.33 per cent of the AS qualification. He achieved 95 UMS points for pure maths 1, 76 for pure
maths 2 and 96 for mechanics. The minimum UMS points required for each grade for an AS unit
where 100 UMS marks are available are: A 80, B 70, C 60, D 50, E 40. With 95 points for
pure maths 1 he gained a grade A; he gained a grade B with 76 points for pure maths 2; and he
gained a grade A with 96 points for mechanics. When the total numbers of UMS points from
the AS mathematics units are added together they give 267 of the 300 points available. This
information is given on the statement of results. The minimum UMS points required for each
grade for the AS qualification are: A 240, B 210, C 180, D 150 and E 120. Robin achieved 267
points and therefore a grade A for AS mathematics. This information is given on the statement
of results.

Assessment specifications—synoptic assessment

Hodgson and Spours (1997) argue that one reason why modular A levels were seen to be
easier than linear A levels was that there was no terminal examination check of candidates’
synoptic grasp of the subject. This view was heeded in the development of A levels in
Curriculum 2000, which ‘all involve a synoptic assessment that must be taken terminally and
constitutes one or two units’ (QCA, 2000c:1). The synoptic assessment varies in nature for
different subjects, and might be through centre and/or external examination. It contributes at
least 20 per cent of the overall assessment. There is no synoptic assessment in VCEs or GCE
AS; synoptic assessment is confined to the A2 units in GCE A levels.

Comparability of qualifications

The standard of VCEs is required to be the same as the standard of GCE A levels, and they are
also deemed to have parity of esteem. Similarly, different A levels taken in the same subject
over time are of the same standard. It is expected that concurrent Advanced qualifications at
the same level should be of a comparable standard, although the qualifications reward very
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different knowledge and skills. Additionally, there is a QCA Code of Practice requirement that
standards must be maintained over time, that is that the standards of A levels and VCEs must
be the same as in previous years. This is more easily said to be the case—by deeming
qualifications to be of the same standard—than demonstrated through research evidence.
There are two ways of making research-based comparisons: statistical comparisons and
comparisons made by expert judges. In both cases the comparisons are only meaningful when
we are comparing like with like. It is difficult to compare:

Note: The awarding body logo has been omitted so that the statement could be from any awarding
body. The candidate, centre, results and units details are all fictitious.

Figure 2.1 Statement of results

• concurrent qualifications such as VCE engineering and A level media studies given that they
are testing such different knowledge and skills;

• qualifications over time when a mathematics A level from 20 years ago might have more
calculus and a mathematics A level in Curriculum 2000 might include a lot of statistics.
Again, the different qualifications are testing different knowledge and skills, which are
difficult to compare. Indeed the greater the difference in time between the qualifications,
the greater the difference between the knowledge and skills tested, and the more
meaningless the comparison.

The use of direct statistical comparisons between the percentages of people passing different
qualifications is very limited. A direct statistical comparison would be the example given by
Tysome (2002). For the first cohort who took AVCE, there was a pass rate of 74.6 per cent
compared with a pass rate of 94.3 per cent for GCE A levels. In the same cohort 4.3 per cent
of AVCE students gained a grade A and 20.7 per cent of GCE A level candidates gained a grade
A. Therefore, arguably, Vocational A levels are tougher than A levels (Tysome, 2002).
This approach is limited, as the students taking A levels and AVCEs could be different groups.
It is probable that the candidates who took A level had higher mean GCSE grades than those
taking AVCEs. Therefore we would expect that more candidates would pass A levels than
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AVCEs if the qualifications are of the same standard. There are many statistical techniques,
some of which are very sophisticated, that can be used to compare the standards of different
qualifications. For more information, see Newton (1997a, 1997b), Cresswell (2000a, 2000b),
Pinot de Moira (2000), Bell, Bramley and Raikes (1998) and Bell and Dexter (2000).

Another approach to comparing standards is to use expert judges. Most of the techniques
employed involve senior examiners making judgements about:

• the relative quality of work undertaken by candidates from different qualifications;
• the relative difficulty of the tasks and/or programme of study candidates are asked

to complete;
• which aspects of different qualifications are comparable and/or equivalent.

For more details about these techniques see Coles and Matthews (1996), Jones (1997), Bell
and Greatorex (2000), Greatorex (2001) and Elliott and Greatorex (2002). Jones (1997) and
later Greatorex (2001) argue that senior examiners can make mental compensations for some
differences between qualifications that cannot be accounted for by statistical techniques. They
also argue that the most rigorous approach to making comparisons is to use a combination of
statistical approaches and expert judgements.

Summary

In Curriculum 2000 GCE A levels and Vocational A levels are required to be the same
standard as one another. GCE A levels in Curriculum 2000 are required to be of the same
standard as GCE A levels from previous years. However, it is difficult to make meaningful
comparisons between dissimilar qualifications that are rewarding different knowledge
and skills. 

There are differences between GCEs and VCEs in terms of the assessment specifications,
pedagogy and the knowledge and skills that are rewarded. For instance, GCE A levels are
assessed mostly through examinations, while VCEs involve a good deal of
portfolio-based assessment.

The following task is aimed at helping you assess your own understanding of the post-16
examination framework.

TASK 2.1

Discuss the following questions in small groups:

Question 1 In the new UCAS tariff system two AS levels of the same grade
are given the same points as an A level at the same grade. Given the
definition of AS and A level standards given above, is this
tariff appropriate?

Answer to question 1 AS and A levels are at the same level in the
national qualifications framework and an AS is half the size of an A level.
This suggests that it is reasonable to give an A level twice as many UCAS
tariff points as an AS. However, AS is a lower standard than A level
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standard and therefore two AS qualifications for the same number of
UCAS tariff points as an A level might be seen as an ‘easy’ route into
higher education. The impact of this limitation of the UCAS tariff system
is limited by universities requiring that candidates must achieve particular
grades in specified A levels, rather than just offering a place on the
number of UCAS tariff points achieved.
Question 2 Given the features of the synoptic unit(s) in A levels, why could
performance on the unit(s) be different from performance on the other
AS and/or A2 units in the same A level?

Answer to question 2 Synoptic units test the candidates’ holistic
understanding of the whole A level. Other units tend to focus on
particular aspects of the specification, eg organic chemistry, statistics, etc.
The results of the non-synoptic units demonstrate candidates’ knowledge
and skills in these focused areas. However, a holistic understanding of the
subject and making connections between the different aspects of the
specification, eg statistics and pure mathematics, is considerably different.
This might be illustrated in the different results achieved in different
types of units.
Question 3 What does a candidate have to do to obtain the same grade in
the same subject on both an AS and an A2 unit?

Answer to question 3 The candidate must reach a higher standard of
achievement for the A2 unit than for the AS unit.
Question 4 A candidate inspects his/her scripts and finds that the final
mark is different from the one of the statement of results. Why?

Answer to question 4 The marks on the scripts are raw marks. These
are converted to UMS points, which appear on the statement of results.
This might explain any discrepancies.
Question 5 The awarding committee set an E grade boundary for one VCE
unit at 49 raw marks and the E grade boundary for another unit at 33 raw
marks. How many UMS points would a candidate have if he/she was on
the E grade boundary for each unit?

Answer to question 5 The E grade boundary for VCE units is always 40
UMS points.
Question 6 Given the features of internally and externally assessed units, why
might a given candidate have a higher grade for coursework than for
examinations or vice versa?

Answer to question 6 Candidates have individual strengths and
weaknesses. Some are better at coursework and others at examinations,
while some are just as good at both, and this is reflected in the
A level results.
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3
Key skills in Curriculum 2000

Lin Le Versha

Young people and adults need certain skills to develop and maintain their
employability…They are as relevant on the shop floor as they are in the
board room.

(DfEE, 1998:65)
The rate of change is so great that employers need their staff to have the skills

necessary for adaptability and innovation.
(QCA, 2001a:5)

I am committed to developing a high standard of rigorously assessed
provision…I agree that it will be important to highlight opportunities for
developing key skills content within A/AS syllabuses where that is appropriate.
I accept also that funding mechanisms should encourage schools, colleges and
training providers to offer Key Skills…to consider the ways in which inspectors
can focus on the delivery of Key Skills and I accept that the new UCAS profile
and tariff could provide critical reinforcement.

(Baroness Blackstone, Minister of State, letter to Sir William Stubbs, Chair of
QCA, in QCA, 1998)

A belief in the value of the concept of Key Skills has been undermined for staff
and students by pressure on time, over-complex assessment and the varied
response of HE.

(QCA, 2001b:24)

So what are these key skills that the government and employers consider crucial to the labour
market? Where did they come from and why was their introduction unsuccessful?

 

What are key skills?

There are six key skills:

• communication;
• application of number;
• information technology;
• working with others;



• problem solving;
• improving own learning and performance.

These skills are the foundation for education, employment and indeed life. We need to be able
to communicate effectively with other people—face to face, on the telephone or in writing.
We need to be able to analyse and interpret numerical information when working out change
in a shop, estimating the space needed for a piece of furniture and understanding graphical and
statistical information in newspaper reports. Now IT skills are at the core of most jobs—gas
fitters have laptops in their tool bags, journalists set up their articles on their computer screen
and in most companies management information is primarily accessible on computers. These
three ‘hard’ key skills—communication, application of number and information
technology—are now assessed and lead to the key skills qualification available from the
age of 14.

The ‘soft’ or wider key skills, also essential for employability, have been delivered for some
time as part of a sixth form programme in enrichment, general studies or personal and social
education. Working with others is a vital skill for employment and working as a successful
member of a team is usually high up on the person specification of any job description. Having
the ability to analyse ways of approaching a work or personal problem, using different means
to find a solution and then analysing your success is a valuable skill for employment or indeed
survival within a family! Finally, learning how to set targets and monitor them to evaluate your
progress is essential if you are to become an autonomous student or a successful employee and
is embodied in ‘improving own learning and performance’.

Where did key skills originate?

Core skills were introduced in 1995 as part of the General National Vocational Qualification
(GNVQ). Communication, numeracy and information technology were assessed alongside the
vocational units but their delivery was ‘embedded’ in the subject matter. So, for example,
instead of learning the structure and form of how to write a good business letter in isolation,
students would learn to write a letter so that they could organize an event, such as a visit to a
theme park in leisure and tourism, or to invite outside speakers to a business GNVQ lesson.

Skills in communication and IT were relatively easy to teach as part of the subject matter. With
some parts of numeracy, however, it became more difficult. One example was the teaching of
Pythagoras’ theorem to students on a health and social care course where the only application
some ingenious assignment writer could produce was to work out the angle of the ramp
needed to push a wheelchair into an ambulance!

In 1996 ‘key skills’ was a term adopted by Sir Ron Dearing in his report on the post-16
qualification framework to describe ‘a range of essential skills which are key to developing
effective learning and performance in a range of contexts’. He noted that the three hard key
skills had already been incorporated into the national education and training targets for
2000. The second target was: ‘75% young people to achieve Level 2 competence in
communication, numeracy and IT by age 19 and 35% to achieve level 3 by age 21’.

He placed the prime responsibility for the development of the three key skills with schools
during compulsory education from 5 to 16 but commented that schools, colleges and training
bodies should provide ‘opportunities for all young people to develop the key skills and to have
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them assessed and recognised’. The notion of assessment of key skills led to his suggestion of a
‘new AS in key skills’, which would attract a numerical score in the proposed UCAS tariff.

In the further consultations undertaken by the Labour government in Qualifying for Success
(QCA, 1998) it was recommended that key skills should form a normal part of all student
post-compulsory education and training. The explicit comment on key skills by inspectors was
supported by 62 per cent of respondents in the consultation; 59 per cent considered that
general studies A level would be a suitable vehicle for key skills delivery; and 60 per cent
considered that financial incentives for institutions would be vital for success. The formal
certification of the wider key skills was supported by employers and further education
(60 per cent) but received a lukewarm reception from schools and teachers (40 per cent).

The consultation led to the following recommendations:

• A free-standing key skills qualification should be available to all learners.
• Key skills should be ‘decoupled’ from GNVQ.
• The level of each skill should be ‘signposted’ in each qualification and programme

of learning.
• An overarching Advanced certificate could be the vehicle for requiring level 3 attainment in

the ‘first three’ key skills.

Key skills in the classroom

In September 2000, despite some unenthusiastic reports from the pilot studies the previous
year, most post-16 colleges introduced key skills to their 16–19 curriculum, as they were
included in the funding allocated for each student. In schools, where no financial support was
provided, fewer institutions responded to the enthusiastic urgings of Baroness Blackstone.

The mode of delivery varied from discrete teaching for all three key skills to embedding
them in examination subjects, delivering them through general studies AS/A2 or enrichment
and tutorial programmes. Some institutions adopted a combination of the two approaches with
‘focus days or other large scale events’ to supplement their delivery (QCA, 2001b:24).

In the new AS/VCE specifications, key skills were indeed ‘signposted’. In drama and
theatre studies GCE (Edexcel, 2002), application of number level 3 may be found in the areas
shown in Table 3.1.

In this example drama students acting as costume, set or lighting designers in the practical
units 2, 4 and 5 would have little difficulty in producing evidence for all three elements, as
they would be undertaking the activities as a natural part of their work. For students who
chose to be assessed as actors the range of activities is more limited and the application of
number assignments would have to be completed in addition to the structured records they
produce as part of the process. The suggested opportunities for generating the evidence,
however, are imaginative and would teach students to apply numerical skills in a
dramatic context.

These ‘signposts’ have been used as part of a mapping exercise to check on the coverage of
the key skills specification for a particular student. As with the experience of GNVQ core
skills, it has been relatively straightforward to find ways of embedding communication and IT
in mainstream AS/VCE specifications but even for mathematicians and scientists the
requirements of application of number have sometimes been difficult to meet.
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Table 3.1 Application of number in drama and theatre studies

(Edexcel, 2002:75–76)

TASK 3.1

• Look at the specification for your subject. Plan three activities, each one
incorporating a different ‘hard’ key skill, which you could use to support students
to produce work for their portfolio.
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• Consider the three ‘soft’ key skills. Think of three activities in your subject where
you could develop students’ skills in working with others, problem solving and
improving their own learning and performance.

• Which of the six key skills are most relevant to your subject? Choose one and
make a list of reasons why it is so important to success in your area.

What is the qualification?

The qualification offers communication, application of number and IT at levels 1 to 5,
increasing the complexity of the activities and techniques and demanding greater autonomy on
the part of the student as s/he progresses through the levels. Students can work at the key skill
level appropriate to their individual need and not necessarily at the same level as their learning
programme. For example, a student might be following a programme of English, French,
drama and psychology at level 3 and also take communication and IT at level 3 but follow level
2 in application of number.

The three ‘hard’ key skills are assessed through short tests and the production of portfolios
of evidence. There are ‘proxy’ qualifications, which mean that students may be exempted from
the external tests if they have already achieved a GCSE (level 2) or AS (level 3) in
mathematics, English or information technology. To achieve the qualification they need only to
produce the portfolios of evidence.

The ‘soft’ or wider key skills (working with others, problem solving and improving own
learning and performance) are also certified by awarding bodies but they are not yet part of the
national qualifications framework. A portfolio of evidence for these skills is produced and
assessed internally and then the assessment is moderated or quality-assured by the
awarding body.

UCAS points are awarded under the tariff or the achievement of key skills units, with a
level 2 attracting 10 points and level 3 earning 20 points. For each unit, students have to
pass an external assessment and to complete a portfolio of evidence that is internally assessed
and then externally moderated.

At all levels the specification is divided into:

Part A: what you must know—the knowledge and techniques students need for
each unit;
Part B: what you must do—the ways of applying skills;
Part C: the activities leading to the evidence that might be provided in the portfolio.

Edexcel, one of the awarding bodies offering the qualification, advises practitioners that they
should encourage students to work through the learning cycle shown in Figure 3.1.

Following this model opportunities should be provided for:

• learning activities that develop students’ underpinning knowledge, skills and understanding;
• practising activities that check learning;
• structures review and reflection, to draw out learning points;
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• further exploration, to conceptualize and practise the underpinning knowledge, skills and
understanding;

• application of the new ‘learning’, through assignments and work-based activities. (Edexcel,
2000:32)

To explore this in more detail, let us follow through the process in the specification of another
of the awarding bodies. In level 3 communication for AQA (2001), under the heading of
‘Discussion’ there are the following expectations and requirements for students:

Part A
You are expected to know how to:

– vary how and when you participate to suit your purpose (eg to present a
complicated line of reason) and the situation (eg formality, nature of the group);

– listen and respond sensitively (eg acknowledge gender and cultural aspects, how
others might be feeling) and develop points and ideas;

– make openings to encourage others to contribute (invite others to speak, ask for
follow-up questions to encourage people to develop points).

 
Part B

You must do the following:

– Contribute to a group discussion about a complex subject.

Evidence must show that you can:

– make clear and relevant contributions in a way that suits your purpose and situation;
– listen and respond sensitively to others, and develop points and ideas; and
– create opportunities for others to contribute when appropriate.

Figure 3.1 Learning cycle
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Part C
Examples of activities you might use:

– carrying out an investigation and reporting finding;
– exchanging information and ideas with other students.

Examples of evidence:

– a record from an assessor who has observed your discussion and noted how you met
the requirements of the unit, or an audio/videotape of the discussion.

TASK 3.2

• Plan a series of lessons in which your students have the opportunity to learn,
demonstrate and collect evidence for level 3 discussion as an integral part of your
AS/A2/VCE course.

• Consider ways in which you could differentiate in the classroom to ensure that all
students, whatever their level of confidence and experience, would be able to
achieve level 3 discussion.

• What skills or exercises might be explored in preparation for this work, such as
questioning techniques, chairing a meeting or listening skills?

• How will you and the students record the evidence?

What were the problems in implementation?

At the end of the first year of the key skills qualification, QCA announced:

‘success has been mixed and many institutions plan to change their approach for the next
year group. Reasons for the mixed success include:

• the time scale for implementation
• limited experience and expertise in some institutions
• the assessment regime
• the time involved in portfolio building and preparing for tests when students are

studying an increased number of subjects
• the competence-based assessment and the language are unfamiliar to some because

the units are written for a work context as well as for schools and colleges

Also, some teachers say that it is hard to motivate students who claim that HEIs have
expressed little interest in Key Skills.’

(QCA, 2001b:24)
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Advice then follows to improve practice by assessing students’ initial key skill level accurately
rather than relying on GCSE grades and not entering them for the tests ‘until they are at least
half way through the programme’ (QCA, 2001b:25). A flexible approach to the qualification
should be adopted as well as developing the three wider key skills, exploring workshops,
tutorials, the Duke of Edinburgh Scheme and AS and VCE programmes for their delivery.

What is the future of key skills?

Munday and Faraday (1999, 2001), in analysing the strategies that have led to the successful
implementation of key skills in colleges, emphasize the future assessment and accreditation of
key skills, the availability of additional funding and the key skills point score within the UCAS
tariff as essential to their success. They identify a whole-college or -school approach and that
the development and delivery of key skills need to be at the centre of policy and development
of strategic plans and involve all members of staff.

The management and organization of roles, responsibilities and accountabilities of
individuals and teams at all levels of key skills must be clear. Collaboration and partnership
between schools and colleges and the employers and the higher education institutions for
which they are preparing their students then needs further development. Allocation and
development of appropriate resources including adequate funding, the use of the Internet and
intranets and a well-developed central resource base are perceived as vital in the most
successful case studies.

The development of staff to equip tutors with the ability to teach key skills, to share good
practice and to mentor others ensures that the development is central to the college. Finally
the inclusion of key skills in the self-assessment report, quality assurance processes and all
development plans should be central to their development.

The future of key skills in the classroom will depend on not only the way in which they are
assessed but the way in which students are helped to see the relevance of these skills in their
future as employees and lifelong learners. QCA (2001a) lays emphasis on the process of
preparation for ‘employability’ in which all six key skills have a crucial part to play. In a world
of rapid change, students need to be able to adapt and it is the development of transferable
skills rather than knowledge that will equip them for this.

‘What will be important is the development of the critical skills (in all senses) to use
information and to evaluate it. The education system must develop techniques for assessing
people’s abilities in using information, and in the personal skills that will be needed at much
higher levels to cope successfully with a more complex world’ (Bayliss, 1998).
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4
Student guidance and support

Lin Le Versha

In post-compulsory education it is the quality of teaching, guidance and support that
determines whether students continue to attend their lessons and eventually complete the
course successfully or whether they become another point in the retention statistics that all
colleges and schools are trying to improve.

Since 1997 the government has made improving post-16 student retention a priority in an
attempt to increase progress towards meeting the national learning targets in 2002. Retention
was becoming a concern in 1993; the National Audit Office reported that 30 per cent of
16-plus students who started A level courses failed to complete them (OFSTED/Audit
Commission, 1993). In 2000, 3.8 million students were studying 17,000 different
qualifications in the 417 post-16/FE colleges in England, which is twice the number of
students who are registered on undergraduate and postgraduate courses in higher education
institutions. Progress towards the targets has been slow (see Table 4.1) and it is only by
increasing participation and then retaining students on the courses on which they enrol through
good teaching, guidance and support that further progress can be made.

How do we retain our students?

Research from the Further Education Development Agency, the National Audit Office and the
Economic Research Council (ERSC) Teaching and Learning research study suggests that
students remain on courses if:

• they have chosen the right course;
• they are provided with an effective induction to their course;
• they are provided with financial or appropriate support based on their individual needs;
• they receive effective teaching that concentrates on their learning;
• they are able to measure their progress and achievement.

Choosing the right course

The introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 meant that students had only minor
decisions to make about their programme of study at the age of 14. A choice between two
languages, the separate sciences or double science, and history or geography is often the extent
of the decision making. At 16 students are then confronted with the vast array of subjects,
styles of learning and qualifications as they explore AS, the Vocational Certificate of Education



and a plethora of vocational courses. They must make decisions on the number of
qualifications or the volume of study, the type and level of qualification, the nature of the
assessment and then the level of key skills they will follow along with the possibilities
for enrichment. 

Table 4.1 National learning targets for young people and adults

Colleges and schools produce prospectuses that provide summaries of the subject content
and assessment methods (coursework or examination) but it is the detailed subject information,
which 84 per cent of colleges provide to supplement the basic information, that can help
students choose the most appropriate subjects and course. Information on these sheets
might include:

• the content of the course;
• the level of entry qualification;
• the skills required for it;
• the time needed for study;
• the method(s) and timing of assessment;
• the individual support available;
• the additional cost of materials and field trips;
• the enrichment or extra-curricular activities;
• the progression routes or destinations of students on completion of the course.
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TASK 4.1

• Analyse the skills or experience that would lead to successful completion of your
course; then write a publicity leaflet for it using the list above.

• Think of three to five questions that you would ask a student considering your
course to ascertain his/her previous experience, his/her suitability and the nature
of any individual support that may be needed.

An initial interview is essential to provide information on the course for the student and for the
interviewer to assess the suitability of the student for the course. In many schools and colleges
this may be done centrally but it is in the classroom that an effective induction programme
often makes the difference to retention rates at this stage.

Induction

Induction is a process not an event. Even with familiar subjects, such as those studied as part of
the National Curriculum, students need a carefully considered introduction to the course.
During the first few weeks students need to be supported in making the transition from school
to the more adult environment of the sixth form or a college and receive an induction into
each subject.

Research by FEDA (Martinez, 1997; Martinez and Munday, 1998) and the Responsive
College Unit (Aitken, 1999) suggests that students are at risk if they have been enrolled on the
wrong course, experience poor induction, start a course late, have only achieved the minimum
entrance requirements for admission to the course, need additional learning support or
financial support, or have to combine their study with excessive part-time work. Through an
effective college management information system (MIS) and individual tutorials during the first
few weeks of a student course it is possible to identify and support those who are at risk, thus
increasing the chances of retaining them on the course.

A student handbook makes an effective vehicle for an induction process. In it the students
should be made aware of the specification and topics that they will be covering, the way in
which the course will be taught and the expectations of them. The mode and timing of
assessment for the subject is also an important element of the induction programme as it
provides the student with an understanding of the demands of the course. Any equipment that
the student is required to provide should be listed along with any additional expenditure
anticipated during the course.

Study skills specific to the subject or appropriate to the level of the course are also usefully
covered in induction. Sessions on note taking from discussions in the group, from tutor input
and from texts can lead into ways of structuring essays or short answers. Information handling
such as the use of an index in a book, the use of a search engine on the Internet or the way in which
magazines, videos and books are catalogued in the library or resource centre will support the
students in becoming confident, autonomous learners. It is in the first few weeks that the skills
at the foundation of each course can be taught to all students and those who may require
additional support identified.
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The establishment of positive relationships within the classroom also helps to raise student
self-esteem and confidence and, by making them feel part of the group, retain them on a
course. ‘Ice-breakers’ are a useful means of developing these relationships between the
students and for the tutor to get to know the group. Exercises such as pairing up students and
each finding out the age, previous school, number of siblings, likes, dislikes and unusual
interests of the other can lead to each student introducing his/her partner to the group.
More disruptive activities include moving around the room to find as many students as possible
with the same interests or experience—finding other students who own a cat, have a liking for
a certain pop group or football team, or go ice skating. For the less extrovert students an
introductory quiz where small groups work together can overcome the anxiety and inhibition
of joining a new class and immediately involve all students.

For many students who settle well in the classroom it is the lunchtime or free period that
causes the greatest concern. The long walk into the student refectory trying to look cool and
confident yet unable to see a group of recognizable faces to join is the real nightmare of so
many students. Within colleges and sixth forms social activities are often a part of the
induction process and freshers’ fairs, lunchtime activities, barbecues, discos and even barn
dances have helped students to settle into their new environment and thus stay on
their course.

TASK 4.2

• Write a list of contents for an induction handbook in your subject/coarse. How will
it differ from other subjects? What makes your subject special?

• Using two columns, write a list of the skills necessary to study your subject in one
column and then suggestions of how you might teach them in the second.

• Create an ‘ice-breaker’ to get students talking to each other in your
particular subject.

Additional support

Induction provides an opportunity to discover those students who may need additional
support. Information on this may be provided for the tutor through the college or school MIS.
Dyslexia, hearing or visual impairment, epilepsy and other serious conditions needing specific
support will usually be identified at the initial interview when the level and type of support for
the student will be agreed. Some students need specially adapted equipment, others are provided
with facilitator support within the classroom while those with less severe learning difficulties
may receive individual tutorial support from the learning support team. Some students may
need subject-specific support for a short period while a particular topic is covered or during
the course to help them to feel competent to write essays, structure project reports or
construct a revision timetable.

In a class where students come from many different schools and backgrounds it is important
not to assume knowledge or understanding but to establish the experience and competence of
each student. This could be achieved by using a diagnostic test, which many colleges and
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schools administer during the first few weeks of a student’s programme to ascertain his level in
basic skills or to determine the level of the key skills courses he will follow.

A non-threatening task within the first few weeks of the course, incorporating the skills
central to the subject, is a good way to identify the individual strengths and weaknesses of the
students in the class. In business studies, for example, students need to have a grasp of
statistics, be able to work out percentages and produce a graph. They should also be able to
summarize a passage, select the salient points and construct a logical argument. These skills
could be diagnosed by analysing brief case studies of commercial companies. This induction
task would enable the students to experience the core of the subject and the tutor to become
aware of the additional help individuals or groups of students may require.

TASK 4.3

Analyse the skills that students should possess to succeed in your subject and design an
induction activity to diagnose their level of ability in each skill.

Financial support and learning careers

In most colleges and schools there are student support services that offer advice on financial
support, health care, counselling, study skills and assistance with travel costs. In 1993 the
government provided access funds to colleges, initially to support post-19 students in further
education, and then in 1999 the funding was increased to include 16- to 19-year-old students.
Travel costs and educational maintenance allowances are also available for families on low
incomes and students are given a weekly allowance dependent on their attendance in classes.
Callender (1999) discovered that 23 per cent of students left study for financial reasons. Two-
thirds of them received no information on the financial support available and half were
unaware of the sources of support for which they might apply.

The financial support provided for students often enables them to cut down on the excessive
part-time work that is now a feature in the lives of so many 16- to 19-year-old students.
Research at the Institute of Education (Hodgson and Spours, 2000) and the University of
Durham (Davies, 1999) found that over 80 per cent of 16- to 19-year-olds worked part time with
the majority working between 10 and 15 hours a week. The research suggests that 10 hours’
part-time work or less can have a positive effect on student life, supporting them in developing
the wider key skills, but those who work above 15 hours are more likely to leave their course.

The Transforming Learning Cultures in Further Education project, as part of the ERSC study,
‘aims to identify learning cultures in FE that are amenable to intervention and change’ (ESRC
Teaching and Learning Research Programme, 2001). As part of a four-year longitudinal study,
across four universities and four FE colleges, Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) have identified what
they call ‘learning careers’ that have a profound effect on the attitude to study of 16- to
19-year-olds. Undertaking regular interviews with individual students and their tutors through
the years of their post-16 courses, they identify critical moments when students’ learning
careers are transformed. The choice of the wrong subject, an illness, falling in love, moving out
of the family home and growing awareness of the advantages of economic independence lead
students to change their learning careers and to drop out of full-time study.
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The tutor can do little to influence these dramatic, life-changing events, which inevitably
adversely affect the retention statistics. The perceptive tutor, however, may sense the clues of
radical change in a student’s life. Individual tutorials are often the vehicle for students
divulging their domestic upheavals and referral for financial or emotional support at a crucial
moment may help a student to remain in study, if that is the appropriate course of action.
The needs of the student and not the retention statistics should be at the centre of these
discussions. For many students, intervention and support may be what they need but do not
know how to obtain. For others, leaving study is the best path for them but the guidance
offered as they leave may be a determining factor in their return to study later in their lives.

TASK 4.4

Draw a time line from birth to the present day showing the points when changes in
your life affected your learning. Identify the type and timing of intervention that could
have provided positive support and improved your learning.

Teaching and learning

According to the National Audit Office (2001) the quality of teaching, class size and the degree
of attention the tutor gives to individual students have a major impact on retention and
achievement. Research from FEDA (Martinez, 2000) stresses the need for structured teaching
with clear, explicit learning objectives for the programme as a whole and for individual
teaching sessions, with a logical sequence of learning activities and assignments. Tutors would
never dream of climbing into a car and driving off without knowing where they were going but
many walk into a classroom having no clear, specific learning objective that they will achieve in
the lesson!

Student-centred assessment should include structured feedback with instructions for
improvement and focus on the individual learner. Individual learning is at the core of
successful, effective teaching and the programme needs to have opportunities to differentiate
to take account of the needs and skills of each learner. Individual review and action planning,
linked with flexibility in the assignments set, offer each student a tailor-made path through the
subject, and the opportunity to develop his/her own style of learning and to become an
autonomous learner. 

A flexible approach to learning taking account of individual needs and skills is perceived to
be at the centre of successful teaching. Individual learning programmes, including review and
action planning, help to motivate students, while differentiated activities help them to pick out
a successful path through the course. Differentiated tasks or assignments, worksheets with
extension or lower-level tasks and a choice of modules all supported by initial diagnosis and
individual support will enable the learner to claim ownership of his/her learning.

The Hay McBer study on teacher effectiveness (2001) concluded that the professional
characteristics of teachers, their teaching skills and the classroom climate that is created have
an impact on an individual’s progress and achievement. Nine dimensions of classroom climate
were found to have a significant impact on student motivation and achievement:
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• clarity—the extent to which students are clear about the aims and objectives of the lesson
and their context;

• environment—the extent to which students feel that the classroom is a comfortable,
well-organized environment;

• fairness—justice and equality within the classroom;
• interest—the level of stimulation and interest in the class;
• order—the structure, organization and discipline in the classroom;
• participation—the extent to which students feel that they can question and offer opinions in

class and feel confident to work in groups;
• safety—the extent to which students feel safe from emotional or physical bullying;
• standards—students understand what is expected of them and they receive encouragement

to improve;
• support—students are encouraged to try new things and learn from their mistakes.

It is the tutor’s responsibility to create such a climate that is conducive to learning, and it is as
relevant to the adult returning to education as to the 16-year-old who has just left Year 11.
The stress on organization and order in which students feel safe to experiment and develop is
relevant at all levels.

TASK 4.5

• Take a topic from your scheme of work and plan three ways in which you could
provide differentiated activities for the most and least able in the group.

• Using the nine facets of classroom climate above, decide what you can do within
your classroom to create a positive classroom climate.

Assessing performance and measuring progress

Some form of target setting and review is necessary at the centre of an individual learning
programme if learners are to measure their progress and take control of their learning. Most
schools and colleges use some form of value-added score so they can measure the distance
travelled between GCSEs and A levels. These systems can produce target minimum grades
(TMGs) for students based on their individual GCSE results. These TMGs, when
discussed with students, can improve motivation and enable the tutor to analyse those who are
underachieving. Such systems are predicated on the ability of the tutor to understand what is
expected of a student if s/he is to achieve a particular grade and the specific action a student
might take to improve his/her performance.

Martinez (2001) and Coe (2000) stress that whatever target-setting system is used the
targets that are set should be specific, challenging, achievable and measurable. They should also
be owned by the learner, which is the philosophy at the core of the wider key skill, ‘improving
own learning and performance’. Target setting should also be a process, not an event.
A number of actions should be identified that are sufficiently challenging to the student yet
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achievable. Managing the tension between the two demands means that the tutor should have
detailed knowledge of both the student and the subject.

Individual action plans on which students record and review their targets are a good basis
for target setting. A session on how to set targets using the acronym SMART is a good starting
point for the group. Targets should be:

• Specific;
• Measurable;
• Achievable;
• Relevant;
• Time-bonded.

So, for example, a student studying Northanger Abbey by Jane Austen for A level English
literature may decide that she would like to do some background reading so negotiates a target
with her tutor: ‘To read Udolpho by Mrs Radcliffe, to give me an idea of the contemporary
novel Jane Austen was using as the source of her humour. I will provide a review of the novel
on 20 December.’

It is, of course, vital to the system that the tutor records the date that has been negotiated for
the completion of the target and checks that it has been completed. Target setting is being
undertaken in many schools and colleges but it is the review and further development of the
targets, the closing of the loop, that is not always undertaken and this emphasizes the need for
detailed records to be kept.

If a tutor is to offer students differentiated material or approaches, along with individual
targets that are reviewed at the time appropriate to the student, then careful, detailed records
of individual progress and activities need to be established and maintained. Student profile
sheets recording dates when tutorials were held, targets reviewed and grades achieved on
assignments are essential accompaniments to attendance registers.

TASK 4.6

• Devise an appropriate target for yourself to follow in preparing some
differentiated work for your students.

• Consider a topic in your subject that will take between four and eight weeks to
teach. Now think of the milestones or points in the course of lessons where you
would expect to be able to assess your students’ progress. When would you set
targets and what would they be? 

• Write a list of the elements that are essential in an A-grade piece of work and a
C-grade assignment in your subject. Then write a list of strategies that students
should follow to move from C-level performance to A-grade work.

• What are the key words and concepts that students need to know to perform well
in your subject? Write a list of them and consider strategies that students could
use to acquire or develop them.
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Our student is now enrolled on the right course, has received a well-structured induction
programme and is enjoying a positive classroom climate, in which individual needs are met and
progress is monitored. The student has received advice on the financial support available and
tutorials have given confidence and raised self-esteem. According to the research your student
should complete the course successfully—unless, of course, the student’s love life means that
s/he changes his/her learning career! Discussions on support and guidance, from the
qualitative ‘tea and tissues’ school of thought to the quantitative target-setting regime, all have
at their core the tutor working alongside the individual student to achieve results. So, at the
foundation of all the benchmarks, retention and achievement statistics, we see that the secret
to success lies in the personal relationship of those involved in the dynamic, individual process
of learning—a secret that excellent teachers have always known!
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5
Learning styles: adoption and adaptation

Simon Lygo-Baker

Young students embarking on a course of study in a college of further education
are generally unaware of the nature and process of learning.

(Curzon, 1990)

Introduction

Learning is such a fundamental process that it is often in danger of being assumed and therefore
taken for granted. In an ideal world how people learn could easily be defined and there would
be an accepted method for recognizing when and where it has occurred. However, as with
much of learning and teaching, it is not that simple. To compound these difficulties, variations
in how people learn are often not acknowledged and teachers assume that, if they present
information logically and produce enough notes and materials, all will learn effectively. If we
follow this logic two people of roughly the same age and intellect and exposed to the same
teaching environment could be expected to respond similarly to a lesson: but they do not. This
suggests that people vary not only in their ability to learn but also in their style. So whilst
individuals may share characteristics, the attitudes and behaviours that determine their
preferred way of learning differ. These individual personal preferences can appear in isolation,
whilst others are context-specific. If individuals are left to act independently, Cashdan and Lee
(1971) found that they will tend towards these styles across a range of situations. Despite this,
few can articulate their own learning style other than a vague notion of what they are
comfortable with and how they learn more effectively. For teachers helping people become
more effective learners, the case for acknowledging the importance of these styles should
therefore be self-evident.

This chapter considers the development of learning styles and examines some established
theories in relation to the development of styles and the impact this has upon learning strategies
developed and encouraged in further education. After this the ‘grey area’ between child and
adult is examined with reference to the self and the development of individual identity, to
question how important age and identity formation are to the adoption and adaptation of
learning styles. Meeting individual needs is then addressed by considering the use of new
methodologies and technology. Finally the lessons that emerge from this are drawn into a
series of conclusions.



The development of learning styles

Whilst consideration has been given to how children develop their learning styles and more
recently how adults then develop and adapt these, little has been investigated of the ‘grey area’
in between. Clearly individuals bring their own experiences to the learning process and during
their education they will have encountered a variety of delivery methods that will have shaped
how they learn. But what happens whilst an individual’s identity is developing to the
interpretation and development of this learning style? If we are born with a style, how does
this develop and alter? For many, leaving school and entering further education come at a time
of great transition in their lives: individuals are trying to make sense of their own make-up,
how to react and interpret knowledge, and discovering the absence of stable elements upon
which their learning has previously occurred, such as friends and teachers as well as learning
resources and methods. For a teacher it is therefore important to recognize and build upon
what has already been learnt but not to take too much for granted. It is important to place the
learning style in context and note the large number of factors with which it interrelates.
Learning and development are not merely ascribable to the process of growing up; they are
dependent upon events and experiences that occur within an individual’s environment (Gagne,
1977). Whilst all of the inputs are variables, it is the learning style that relates to the individual
and can be seen as the filter that leads to the learning and development (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Inputs into the learning process (adapted from Honey and Mumford, 1992)

The literature analysing the inputs to this model has grown, looking at learning related to
age, anxiety, motivation and so on and trying to make a distinction between learning styles and
learning strategies (Wintergerst, DeCapua and Itzen, 2001). The individual learning style is
seen as an innate preference related to individuals’ desired way of understanding the process of
learning. For example, some individuals prefer to learn by watching action, whilst others
prefer to learn by hearing information. Learning strategies are more difficult to define (Nisbet
and Shucksmith, 1988). They are usually seen as a set of specific procedures or techniques that
an individual uses to solve a problem. They can therefore be learnt, applied and selected by an
individual, and can vary both within and between individuals. There is also a presumption that
these strategies are associated with effective learning. As a consequence the role of the teacher
can be seen to be key. Whilst styles may be innate, they and the associated strategies develop.
The stimuli provided by the teacher towards the development of capabilities internal to the
learner are therefore very important in assisting the learner’s style, to recognize new points
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and develop strategies to meet the demands of different external situations. This has become
even more pertinent to those working in further education today, as the development of new
pathways into and through education for individuals, offering greater choice and flexibility,
demands an even greater understanding of styles and strategies that individuals adopt and
adapt. As patterns of progression develop, so do the motivations and experiences of the
learners themselves (Smith and Bocock, 1999).

Student learning styles

Whilst it is acknowledged that learning continues throughout life, theorists have attempted to
understand and describe the processes involved. Kolb (1984) described learning as a four-stage
process, a learning cycle consisting of concrete experience, observation and reflection, the
formation of abstract concepts and generalizations, and the testing of the implications of these
in new situations. Again these four stages are clearly impacted upon significantly by a range of
key variables, such as age and experience, which begin to distort the process. We may
therefore be able to adapt Kolb’s model into a spiral that begins with the innate learning style
and, as the individual grows older, the strategies increase related to this style to help incorporate
the growing concrete experiences, and the ability to reflect and form new concepts and then
test these (see Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2 The development of learning strategies
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By the time that most enter further education they are moving up the spiral and beginning
to develop their ability to reflect and utilize wider experiences. If we were able to isolate a
correlation between the learning style and the strategies adopted, as a result of Kolb’s work, it
should enable us to understand student performance more fully and as a result improve
learning. However, whilst the adoption of a particular strategy may be directly linked to a
particular learning style, Warr and Downing (2000) have shown that it can also reflect that a
student is more able, more motivated to learn or less anxious. The correlation is therefore not
as straightforward. The spiral becomes further distorted according to Honey and Mumford
(1992) when we acknowledge that most people have a preference for certain stages within the
process. We are all familiar with people who appear very thoughtful but appear to do little,
others who like to experiment but produce little concrete. These people are locked into the
learning cycle at certain points. For example, Student A prefers to be continually experiencing
tasks and quickly jumps to conclusions whilst Student B of similar age and ability likes to
review situations and is less interested in first-hand experiences (see Figure 5.3).

Figure 5.3 Time in each stage of the learning cycle

Understanding how and why people have different preferences may help us to understand
the different learning styles that people develop and the strategies that support these.
The learning style becomes associated with a set of strategies that are successful for the
individual and the individual discontinues those that are not. Behaviour and patterns can
therefore be seen to become habitual. As a result, Pask (1976) argued that students are likely
to perform more effectively in certain subject areas and it may also explain career choices
individuals make.

In an attempt to develop the correlation, Honey and Mumford (1992) took Kolb's learning
process and grafted on four learning styles that they felt reflect a positioning closest to each
stage (see Figure 5.4). These can be roughly described as follows:

• Activists. These are people who like to be challenged and fully involved in activity. They are
open to new experiences and like to try out new ideas. They live very much for the
moment and often act before they fully think through implications. They quickly lose
interest, however, and move on to new areas once tasks become everyday or the norm.

• Reflectors. These are people who like to look at the broad picture and think at length about
the issues involved. They tend to adopt a low profile and are thorough and cautious.
They will not act on the spur of the moment, preferring to go through all the
available information.

• Theorists. These are people who develop sound theories based on objective information.
They tend to be perfectionists and do not like subjective judgements, preferring to analyse
and synthesize information by taking a step-by-step approach to an identified problem.

• Pragmatists. These are people who are practical and like to try things out rather than
become involved in lengthy discussions. They tend to avoid open-ended discussions and are
quick to respond and take action. They tend to view problems and opportunities
as challenges.
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TASK 5.1

Given the descriptions above of the four stages, identify the characteristics that you
display for these in your teaching.

We can see that when we define individuals in this way the responses to how these people
learn most effectively will differ. The danger is that by adopting these labels we may typecast
learners and forget that the learning experience is unique for everyone. The aim of identifying
individual learning styles should be to develop individual potential and extend choice within
the learning environment. If we recognize that individuals will favour particular stages within
the learning cycle (Figure 5.4), that may result in a distortion of the learning process. It becomes
necessary to recognize that the teacher has a responsibility to assist the learner through all four
stages. A teaching strategy adopted where a task is short and the reflection lengthy will suit a
reflector more than an activist. The teaching strategies adopted therefore need to enable
learners to participate in all four stages. When planning teaching it is therefore important to
consider how each area of the learning cycle will be accommodated. Teachers also need to
acknowledge their own style and how this distorts their own teaching style. If you view
yourself as a pragmatist, can you see this in how you then present your teaching? Teachers
need to devise teaching that moves the learning through all four stages. This requires teachers
to consider all aspects of teaching to ensure that they are getting students involved in ‘doing’
(concrete response), ‘thinking’ (reflection and observation), ‘concluding’ (abstract concepts)
and ‘experimenting’ (testing in new situations).

Figure 5.4 The learning cycle
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Task 5.2

Write an assignment for your discipline and identify where and how it promotes the
four stages.
Assignment title or description:

This all suggests that, as individual learners develop more consistent strategies that relate to
their preferred style of learning, a pattern is emerging and that if this is recognized and
understood it could be utilized by a teacher to develop more appropriate learning
environments. As Prosser identified, ‘learning strategies that students adopt play an important
role in what students learn’ (Richardson, Eysenck and Piper, 1987) and as these learners
develop they become more likely to vary their implementation between tasks owing to their
perceptions about teaching and assessment. As teachers, we need to acknowledge this and have
greater discussion with the students about how their preferences are met or are engaged in by
the teaching methods adopted and the assessment involved. How often do you sit down with
the students and discuss this?

Age and identity

It is important to remember that a human being is a unique and complicated patchwork of
ever-changing personal attributes (Harre, 1998). An individual’s experience of the world and
his/her part within it has a point of singularity that is not shared by a group. The attributes,
including our memories, taken together constitute a unique frame and one that is constantly
evolving. This sense of identity, or self, is important and teachers need to use this to discover
strengths and not make learners feel that they are starting from the beginning again. This is
particularly key at the age when many are entering further education. According to Marcia (in
Honess and Yardley, 1987) it is during the period of adolescence that our identity develops most,
a period when it is generally held that the child becomes an adult in appearance and behaviour.
A great deal of concentrated change is occurring but it is also seen as a period where learning
can be very productive. Learning new skills, such as driving a car, is often thought to be easier
at this age rather than later on in life.

A number of writers have highlighted that this is also the time when individuals are
beginning effectively to interpret an understanding of their own learning style. Entwistle
(1988) quotes Selmes and suggests that between the ages of 16 and 18 the defining features of a
shift from surface to deeper learning strategies become more easily evident. Students are
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becoming more able at developing their previous learning to create new knowledge.
Their learning style can no longer be explained as merely stylistic or part of a developmental
phase. This is important because individuals are becoming increasingly effective at regulating
their own internal processes (Gagne, 1977) and developing the ability to learn how to learn
(Nisbet and Shucksmith, 1988). Their cognitive ability has developed to enable them to take in
information, evaluate it and allocate meaning and values to both the old and the new. In doing
this they are able to develop a unique style and exercise control over strategies that are
adopted and then adapted to new situations that arise. They show signs of a growing interest
and ability to create new knowledge and greater skill in combining information from different
courses and taking theoretical ideas and relating them to everyday experiences that they have.
Learning is becoming more internalized and no longer seen as an isolated set of tasks that have
no relation to each other and that once completed can be forgotten. Although different
individuals experience this change at different stages and with different emphasis, the shift is
evident at this stage and needs to be recognized to enable appropriate teaching strategies to
develop and encourage this further.

This transition period offers the teacher the opportunity to emphasize and enhance deeper
learning strategies and help to consolidate this transition at a time when many have chosen a
specialist subject area in which they have greater personal interest. The development of
processes of reflection within the student appears to be represented in a shift from the mere
reproduction of facts to recognition of the importance of personal meaning. Organizational
principles that students apply to their learning are also shifting towards a more integrated
approach, using old and new concepts together to develop new connections—a more holistic
approach. This moves away from the surface approach characterized by a more atomistic
concentration on details in isolation of other factors and issues. The student is becoming more
aware of the pay-off involved and whilst we can identify a shift of strategies within the deep
and surface dichotomy we need also to be aware of associated impacts of a shift from atomistic
to holistic strategies (Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle, 1997). Whilst these shifts occur within
students entering further education, their motivations can also vary from vocational to
academic and from social to personal and a different mix of some or all to produce a grey area
of potentially chaotic change.

TASK 5.3

Identify how a piece of work you have set encourages deep and holistic learning and
surface and atomistic learning.

In further education, students should be given tasks that require them to develop more
independent thinking and develop their own answers that they can justify. Tasks become more
individually focused and not everyone within the same class undertakes the same activities.
The reproduction of facts, following a standard set of procedures, will no longer always suffice.
Students are beginning to be asked to interpret, predict and evaluate. This requires new
strategies to cope and raises potential problems as a result, if the teacher has not built on what
the student already knows. For instance, as Claxton (1990) argues, much of learning comes
from mimicking. For those in a new environment, what have they to mimic? The learning
strategies previously used cannot be relied upon and thus new ones need to be developed to
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plug the gaps that appear. These are then used to apply to more general use. The old safe peer
group, in which previous strategies were used, is no longer available and the strategies
required to be able to go beyond the surface learning approaches that characterized early
learning are more complex. This is important because we considered earlier that a key role of
the teacher was to move individual learners through each stage of the learning cycle. If we do
not make learners feel comfortable with the learning environment, their likely response is to
return and remain within the phase of the cycle they feel most at ease within, such
as reflection.

This period is therefore likely to be one of great change, externally and internally, for
students: they have a new set of classmates and a new set of teachers, and many are
experiencing more freedom in their lives as they are treated as ‘adults’. If their learning style is
not accommodated within the learning environment this is likely to lead to conflict. This often
leads to students presenting a greater challenge to both their peers and teachers. Some may
express their opinions more forcefully as they discover a voice or voices they had not
previously experienced; others will become more introverted and attend less regularly. This
can therefore be identified as a period of uncertainty for learners who are questioning their
own values and beliefs within a social setting and finding many of their previous stable supports
have disappeared (Breakwell, 1986).

Writers such as Kolb and Honey and Mumford offer us a series of definitions to aid
understanding of the learning process and how individuals’ own preferences can be allied to
generic learning styles. Recognition of these different styles offers teachers the opportunity to
plan teaching more effectively to respond to these different styles. It also allows teachers to
recognize their own style and therefore potential influence in the learning that results.
Students entering further education do so facing a series of challenges and conflicts, some of
which are internal and others external. Whilst individuals may become more aware of how
they learn and are able to utilize different strategies more effectively at this age it is important
for the teacher to recognize and consider the importance of age and identity, or self, upon this.
To respond to the issues raised, much has been made of new methodologies, such as virtual
learning environments.

Learning styles and new methodologies

Learners arriving in further education colleges have left behind their old learning environments
and now often find themselves faced with new learning methodologies, such as student-
centred, where the emphasis of responsibility for learning is very much on learners
themselves. They may also be presented with new learning technologies, such as interactive
learning materials utilizing information learning technology (ILT). The role of the teacher is to
assist learners to link their previous experiences and learning with the new, to enable the
transition to be as painless and effective as possible (see Figure 5.5).
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TASK 5.4

To assist the transition, how can you help learners to recognize good and bad learning
experiences?

Figure 5.5 Individual learner identity

As a result of opportunities afforded by technology, learning can take place in a variety of
settings. Teachers need to recognize the different settings and the impact they may have on
both the teacher and the learner. There appear to be four identifiable options:

1. The student and teacher together. This is the traditional learning environment, where the
student and the teacher interact simultaneously. Traditional learning methodologies are
likely to be employed. ILT is usually employed on the basis of teacher-driven activities.

2. The student and teacher together but at a different time. Here ILT is crucial and there is a need
to ensure that this is carefully thought through. However, it allows for more flexibility,
allowing students to learn when it is most appropriate for them.

3. The student and teacher apart but at the same time. This is again reliant on appropriate ILT and
as a result can be very costly. However, colleges are increasingly using this option to
enable students to participate who may otherwise not be able to access education, such as
prisoners or those abroad.

4. The student and teacher apart and at a different time. The costs of such virtual learning
environments are extremely high but they have been shown to be effective and can suit
learners. The Open University is a good example.

When considering the appropriate learning resources, teachers also need to acknowledge the
importance that the senses have on learning styles. We can identify learners whose learning
relates most effectively to auditory signals, words and sounds. Other learners respond better
to visual signals and images. The final group relates more to feelings and taking action in order
to learn. As a result you need to consider how your teaching strategies may affect the learning.
Delivering a didactic session may mean that those who prefer the auditory style learn most.
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However, if the teacher also involves visual prompts and images then the second set of styles will
also be incorporated and then by asking questions that make the students take some action or
consider their views teachers may find that the needs of all the students have been met.

When selecting the right information and resources it is important to consider how this
material supports learning at each stage of the learning cycle. If the students read a book and
you ask them to take notes and answer a series of questions leading to a debate you are likely to
help move them through the learning cycle as well as appealing to those who like to learn via
visual means (reading the book), auditory learners (discussion and answering questions) and
those who like to consider feelings (debate and questions).

TASK 5.5

How many different learning environments are there at your college/institution and
how effective are these?

Lessons

The context within which the above understanding is to be translated is important when
considering the lessons we can learn from these debates. There has been growing interest
in recent years in methods of improving student learning in the context of teaching and
assessment. There is however a danger that much of this important debate will be clouded by
new definitions and interpretations of what it means to be a professional. The emphasis
appears to be shifting away from actual pedagogy and towards a predetermined product where
the key is to be seen as competent and flexible. The danger for individual learning styles is that
they cease to be taken account of for pedagogical improvement but for commercial reasons
(Shain and Gleeson, 1999). For many in education, the way of making sense of this is to
rework old practice when we actually need to be looking at new ideas. This has clear links to
concerns raised earlier in generalizations being made over predictions of behaviour and related
learning styles.

So what lessons can we learn? The work of renowned theorists such as Piaget into how children
make sense of their environment has enabled practitioners to consider children as learners from
a developmental standpoint. They lack a certain maturity in intellectual structure and are
therefore incapable of taking in some information. Vygotsky crucially added that this lack of
experience was accompanied by an inability to make appropriate connections. Learning strategies
at this stage in life are therefore likely to be surface and atomistic. The role of the teacher
becomes crucial at this point in working jointly to help construct meaning, and to examine
what results can be achieved by the pupil and what potential the student has. The teacher
therefore has a crucial part to play in cultivating a ‘seventh’ sense (Nisbet and Shucksmith,
1988). This role becomes increasingly important at the stage when students come into this
‘grey area’ because through school an expectation related to perceived ability has been added
to by peers, parents and teachers. This stable support structure suddenly disappears.
Whilst schools provide students with many skills and improve the range of strategies
individuals utilize and feel comfortable with, students rarely enter further education with the
ability to monitor situations, tasks and problems and respond accordingly. Their own styles are
not mature enough and this needs to be acknowledged within the further education landscape
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where for students to succeed there is a need to utilize deeper and more holistic learning
strategies. A learning style and the associated strategies are more complex than a chosen
sequence or well-tried routine. They are difficult to define, often carried out unconsciously by
individuals and vary in length and application. Knowing and understanding one’s own learning
is a complicated process and it follows that understanding other people’s is even more
difficult. The challenge for those teaching in further education is to enable these styles to
develop appropriate and effective learning strategies.

This is made more challenging because within the classroom there are three key variables
involved in a constant negotiation: the teacher, the learner and the task. As Galloway and
Edwards (1992) reflect, it can be a confusing place. The teacher is there to assist by providing
stimuli and assisting the selection of strategies to ensure the student moves through all stages
of the learning cycle. To do this effectively the role goes beyond support and requires the
teacher to understand the learning strategies adopted and presented and those being
developed. This is clearly far from a simple task when the teacher is faced with a group of
perhaps 30 individuals, all of whom have their own style and adopt different strategies to tasks
requiring completion (Fox, 1993). The teacher must accept that knowing what one person
will learn from a series of events may tell us very little about the likely outcome of similar
events to someone else. Successful teaching involves bridging these gaps and filling the
potential vacuum, ensuring that all stages of the learning cycle are completed. There are
interactions taking place between the student and the teacher that transfer responsibility and
assist in the development and implementation of strategies that are effective and also that the
student is comfortable with. Howe (1998) argues that even then, unless we provide the
opportunity to practise new strategies, they will be dropped in preference to previous ones.
It is our responsibility to take this into account when developing teaching so that we move
people through the learning cycle but also allow them to develop learning strategies within
each area that they can utilize in the future.

If teachers are to improve the effectiveness of the learning process and therefore impact
positively on the varied learning styles encountered, communication is crucial.
This communication needs to have meaning for learners (be pertinent to their needs), be clear
and coherent (in a style that can be interpreted by learners), and use images that put
information into context, leading to further clarification that allows learners to synthesize and
interpret information (Lockitt, 1997).

TASK 5.6

• For your own particular subject area identify the styles of learning that are
encouraged and likely to lead to success in the subject.

• Reflect upon what you as a teacher need to do to understand the learning styles of
your students and how to accommodate those who do not currently fit with
either the subject learning style or your own.
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Conclusion

Learning styles impact on every aspect of our lives: how we gather information, how we use it
and how we link it together are all determined by our preferred learning style. Despite this,
many of us still fail to acknowledge how important they are and assume that knowledge comes
with age. Understanding the importance and impact of learning styles may help to alleviate the
disappointment many have with their learning. Understanding flexible learning styles
combined with understanding efficient learning strategies is important and enabling this to
happen with the support of information learning technologies where appropriate should help to
produce a learning experience that allows for a variety of styles. Achieving this requires all
those involved to be working together and communicating efficiently.

Whatever we learn from analysing the different styles and strategies that individuals adopt
and then adapt we are warned by Warr and Downing (2000) that we need to consider these
strategies in wider settings to see what effect other features may have upon them. This chapter
has attempted to do this by looking at the importance and impact that identity has and the
challenges faced by those in the grey area between child and adult. There appear to be
significant changes occurring in this period within lives that affect the adaptation of adopted
learning styles and strategies. The context within which this happens cannot be ignored if we
are to be able to provide effective learning environments. Learning styles are clearly a very
complex concept from which we still have much to learn (Sadler-Smith, 2001). This learning
will enable us to gain a greater understanding of how students learn whilst within further
education and how this prepares them for the future. Understanding the styles we promote
through further education, the disciplines we teach and our own preferred style can develop this
further. By considering how the students want to tackle a task and how they are able to, we
may discover gaps that need further examination.

Improving our understanding of learning styles and the impact that these have upon a
student’s approach to learning can help us to understand the relationship between an
individual learner and a task more effectively. To improve student learning a teacher needs to
pay close attention to this relationship and that requires an improved understanding of learning
styles and the associated strategies. A teacher needs to recognize that each learner is unique
and use learning methodologies and technology that will allow for this, whilst at the same time
ensuring that the learner experiences all stages of the learning cycle. Ultimately this requires
us to consider how we understand our own style as well as how we interpret other people’s
and as a result to reflect on and improve our teaching.
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6
Changes post 16 = challenges post 18: considering

the transition years
Rachel Macdonald Cragg

The greatest hurdle they [students] face in higher education is the transition from
school to university and recent research has shown that most students who drop
out of university do so in their first year…without a successful first step into the
world of higher education, a second step may never exist.

(Cooke and Leckey, 1999:157)

For many students the transition from further to higher education is an enormous leap.
It occurs at a time when the student is developing as an individual, finding a new maturity in
the adult world; it is often an unsettling and difficult social and academic transition. As the
quotation above suggests, the experiences of this transition often lead to actions that have a
profound effect on a student’s future career opportunities and decisions.
This chapter investigates the extent to which the educational experiences in the post-16 and
higher education sectors can be developed to provide greater support for the student and for
those managing the transition by focusing on the contrast between the two learning
environments and the pressures they share to widen participation and to retain students.

The context of transition

In April 1995 Sir Ron Dearing was invited to ‘consider and advise the Secretaries of State for
Education and Employment for England and Wales on ways to strengthen, consolidate and
improve the framework of 16–19 qualifications’. In addition he was asked if there was scope
for measures to achieve greater coherence and breadth of study post 16 without compromising
standards and to further strengthen qualifications. 

Following in 1996, the National Committee for Enquiry into Higher Education was
appointed to make recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding
of higher education, including support for students, should develop to meet the needs of the
United Kingdom over the following 20 years. Recognition here was that higher education
embraces teaching, learning, scholarship and research. In July 1997 reports of the findings
were published and are widely referred to as the Dearing Report of Higher Education.

These two enquiries have led to major changes within both the post-16 and HE sectors.
The Curriculum 2000 qualifications framework is particularly important from the perspective
of the higher education provider. Smith and Bocock (1999:287) suggest that it has ‘disturbed a
deeply embedded notion…of progression as linear and vertical. Progression in this model



fitted perfectly the historic focus of HE on admitting young people with A level qualifications’.
Hence higher education has had to acknowledge a wider intake, both in terms of the widening
participation agenda (of social and cultural factors) and in relation to academic background
and qualifications.

Greenwood (2000) offers a useful summary of how the student experience is underpinned
by five aims and expectations as a result of the introduction of Curriculum 2000:

• A notion of entitlement. There is opportunity for the student to make choices from a scheme
in which there is something for everyone.

• Emphasis on breadth. The curriculum encourages students to study more subjects at
Advanced level. It is anticipated that this may prevent the specialization of the old A level
(three subjects, sometimes clearly defined by university entrance criteria).

• Mix of academic and vocational approaches. This allows students to experience both approaches
and prevents the need to make important decisions at 16 that may influence
career opportunities.

• Importance of key skills and enrichment. This acknowledges and rewards the development of
key skills such as application of number, communication and use of information
technology. It establishes the ethos that the development of key skills is a continuous
process rather than a qualification that, once achieved, can be forgotten.

• Value placed on tutoring with support for students’ learning. The above aims all place
responsibility for learning on the shoulders of the individual. The use of tutoring and
support ensures that the individual is carefully guided at both an academic and
a personal level.

These five points demonstrate that there has been a fundamental shift in the ethos of learning
at Advanced level. Many of these changes are aimed at managing the transition from GCSE to
Advanced level and allowing the individual to make career decisions based on experience as
well as ability.

Higher education’s growing concerns about issues of student retention

Over recent years higher education has experienced the ‘massification of an hitherto elite
system’ (Deem and Ozga, 2000:156). Since the early 1990s there has been strong
encouragement, from the funding councils, for universities and colleges to expand
student numbers. The greatest pressure has been the allocation of resources; funding is linked
to the number of students studying a course, hence more students mean more money.

In addition to the issue of funding, colleges and universities are now assessed on student
retention and satisfaction. The old and the new quality audits in higher education have a focus
on the student experience and the institution’s ability to attract students and to retain them.

A FEDA report (quoted by Spours, 1997) recognized that there is a gap between lecturer
and student perceptions of reasons for withdrawal. Staff perceptions of reasons for student
withdrawal were of external causes such as financial difficulties, problems with childcare
arrangements, enrolment on unsuitable courses and previous learning experiences of the
student. In contrast students quote that the ‘college did not care’ and expressed dissatisfaction
with induction, quality of teaching and tutorial support. A clear dichotomy therefore exists;
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the basis of withdrawal seems clearly to link to student experience, particularly a requirement
for adequate support.

The pressure to widen participation and to increase student numbers makes it more
important than ever that these problems are solved. A greater understanding of the student
experience in the transition from A level to degree study lies at the centre of this debate.

The further and higher education (FHE) interface

Pressure to recruit and retain students is not isolated to the higher education context for it has
been a major priority over the last five years in the post-16 sector. To assist both FE and HE to
increase student numbers, to manage the students’ progression to HE and to encourage
participation in university programmes, many FE and HE providers have entered into a
partnership in which the HE programme is delivered by the FE provider. This has usually only
included the early stages of a degree programme and most commonly with vocational
programmes such as business or construction studies.

This proves an interesting relationship. Higher education is acting as quality assurance and
setting the curriculum for the FE provider. Often FE teachers are not trained in the delivery of
higher education and hence continue to teach and to support students as they would in A level
programmes. This is an interesting point and raises the question: should there be a difference
in delivery styles between further and higher education? Is it the perception of ‘difference’ that
is making the student transition more difficult?

Understanding the transition

The changes discussed here demonstrate how the FE and HE sectors need to work closely
together to manage the student transition. With the exception of returnees (who are often
mature and in possession of a range of life skills), there is no other point within the education
system where the transition to a new level lacks a natural handover or personal
support system.

Amongst academic staff within HE there is considerable apprehension about the lack of
students’ motivation or maturity, their inability to write or perform basic mathematics and their
non-attendance, and concerns that, in lectures, students either write everything that is said or
nothing at all. These moans are no different than they were pre-Dearing but they do seem to
be placed higher on the agenda. There is, however, a change in the tone of these complaints,
which at least acknowledges that higher education has some responsibility to find strategies for
dealing with these issues of student ability, aspiration and sense of self.

If these anxieties are explored it appears that an underlying issue is one of student support.
Although the HE sector clearly has a ‘depressing understanding of developments in the 16–19
curriculum’ (Baty, 1997), it appears that the FE sector is in a position to offer more to support
the transition process. Further education can reconsider its approach and consider how, in
light of recent curriculum changes, students can be best prepared for the higher
education experience.
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TASK 6.1

Consider the types of challenges that the student may encounter as s/he progresses to
higher education. Think back to your experience of going to university and try to
remember the challenges you faced. One challenge may be coping with living away from
home for the first time.

Use a table to record your reflections and decide whether these are issues that need to
be considered in the post-16 sector, HE or outside of the education experience (see
Table 6.1).

Table 6.1Challenges on progressing to higher education

Look at the challenges you have identified and where you have allocated the
responsibility for supporting them. Suggest what may be done to help the student to
meet the challenge successfully (see Table 6.2).

Table 6.2 Strategies to overcome challenges

Student ability

‘Without scrutinising the specifications our admissions tutors cannot determine…whether the
new A levels will still deliver the subject-specific grounding required for successful progression
to my first-year undergraduate degrees’ (comment from university assistant registrar, THES,
22 October 1999).
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The comment above is a useful indication of the higher education sector’s response when
trying to understand the new qualifications framework. The emphasis seems to lie on what the
curriculum can deliver to help academics rather than concentrating on the knowledge, skills
and experiences a student will bring to degree-level study. There appears to be some
suggestion that the student will not find it easy to progress to an undergraduate degree because
the prerequisites, as defined by the old curriculum (pre-Curriculum 2000), have not been
achieved. In reality the issue is whether the lecturer knows the content of the new
qualifications and the modes of assessment and can understand the ability of the student from
the grade achieved. Most degree programmes are sufficiently broad in their first year to take
account of a wide range of prior learning. Indeed research (Spours, 1997) suggests that, rather
than subject-specific knowledge, the greatest underlying concern is a lack of basic key skills to
underpin the content: those such as literacy, numeracy, communication and IT.

Two issues emerge here: 1) the development of key skills as integral to the Advanced level
curriculum; and 2) specific issues of Vocational Advanced-level study in relation to both
delivery and transferability to the higher education context.

Key skills have been viewed as crucial to the student experience of Curriculum 2000
(Greenwood, 2000). UCAS (2001:13) clarifies that ‘the Government is committed to key
skills…and is encouraging the incorporation of key skills in all post-16 programmes’.
The intention is that students should be encouraged to attain key skills qualifications in areas in
which they hold no prior award. This may encourage Advanced-level students to develop skills
that may be of more importance to their progression to higher education or the workplace
such as the three ‘soft’ skills—improving own learning and performance, problem solving and
working with others. Students may also continue to develop these skills to a higher level whilst
at university or college. This ensures that prospective employers should be able to gauge what
can and cannot be expected of the candidate.

To this end, key skills have been integrated into the sixth form programme. Many tutors
and students of AS and A levels are concerned that there is too much content and assessment
required by Curriculum 2000 without the additional burden of skills-based assessment. Indeed
this burden appears to deprive students of the opportunity to develop themselves via
extra-curricular activities such as sports or drama. Informed by the views of students and
teachers, Revell (2001) informs us that students no longer have study time at college, have
considerable homework pressures and hence are under pressure to drop elements of their
social life (which themselves develop personal skills). At some schools there are direct reports
of community involvement and award-bearing curriculum enhancement programmes being
dropped because of the need to deliver key skills programmes.

The involvement in extra-curricular activities has always been an element of the UCAS
application procedure. Many higher education institutions have been interested in how the
student has developed beyond the academic programme as it has been recognized as a gauge of
the personality and attitude of the individual. There are fears that the present strategy is
encouraging the system to become more qualification-led, one that is orientated towards
activities that can be accredited and institution-led rather than optional and individually based.

There is, however, an academic rationale for including key skills in the academic curriculum,
which was referred to earlier. There is clearly a departure from the rather outdated
expectation that, once achieved at a satisfactory level, a key skill should be seen as successfully
completed. For example, the achievement of O level or GCSE mathematics is no longer
viewed as sufficient in itself but as a platform from which a set of knowledge and abilities can
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be continually improved and honed. In most cases skills are embedded within the curriculum
and developed in relation to the discipline outcomes. The key skills framework facilitates a
developmental approach and provides a benchmark from which skills development can
be mapped.

The expectation of attainment of key skills at levels 2 and 3 on entry to HE and 4 and 5 on
graduation enables HE and potential employers to understand what can be expected of the
individual. It is therefore clear that both higher and further education need to have some basis
on which they can demonstrate achievement to ensure that the participant can progress with
ease from one sector to the next. For this approach to work effectively, university admissions
policy would need to stipulate the required level of skills attainment, provide credit for
any qualification achieved and work from this foundation in the delivery of the
undergraduate programme.

Issues of student ability during transition to higher education appear to be more contentious
for those who choose a vocational route, particularly those who progress to non-vocational
degree programmes. Wolff and Sutcliffe (1999:17) have found that those who entered HE by
the vocational route had ‘little or no previous experience of “traditional” approaches to
teaching, learning and assessment’. Indeed, in an exploration of progression to mass higher
education, Smith and Bocock (1999) recognize that the weaker students are often encouraged
to follow the vocational route. For example, for these students the ‘poor’ result of prior
experience of the traditional assessment route means that unseen, written, essay-style and
end-of-year/end-of-term exams are associated with failure. Once these individuals progress to
HE and are faced with a repetition of this bad experience there may be issues of confidence and
perception that need to be understood.

Curriculum 2000 attempts to overcome the stigma attached to vocational qualifications
by highlighting the comparability of level and standard. Indeed teachers of the VCE have
reported a need to move towards more traditional teaching methods, representing a perceived
loss of vocational content and a definite ‘academic shift’ (www.lsda.org.uk/curriculum2000/
centrefeedback.asp, 2001).

It is essential that post-16 tutors offer detailed guidance and support to students whose
programme is designed around Double and Single Award VCEs when they apply to higher
education. The structure, delivery and modes of assessment that have proved successful with
these students at A level may be found in many degree courses. The students need to have detailed
profiles describing their knowledge, skills and experience and match these against the courses
offered by universities. Again it is liaison between the two sectors, particularly in local
syndicates, that has led to successful progression routes and transition to higher education.

Student aspiration

The Dearing recommendations for the 16–19 curriculum and the review of 16–19
qualifications recommended that ‘individuals have greater choice and flexibility in constructing
their learning pathways and that self-management of learning should become a vital
competence’ (Butterfield, as noted in Smith and Bocock, 1999:291).
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TASK 6.2

A senior common room discussion:

Dr Typical: Did you know, I have just been teaching urban
regeneration to the second years. I am sure they
don’t know how to read! I ask them what they know
about urban policy from the 80s until the present
day—I think the short answer is ‘nothing’. Do you
think they ever listen to the news or read the paper?

Prof Worrying: Don’t worry, it’s the same in my class—I sometimes
wonder why they are here at all. Indeed, why do I
write extensive book lists? I am sure they are only
looked at by me and during QAA.

Dr Typical: Oh, I know. The last batch of essays I marked had
hardly any reference to the key texts.

prof Worrying: That’s not strictly true. The last essay that Shirley
wrote was excellent. The range of reading was very
impressive. Unlike the others, she didn’t just
regurgitate my lecture; she really thought about
the issues.

Dr Typical: It was the same with her comparative planning essay.
I am amazed how she does it—her attendance is
appalling! The thing is, the rest of them aren’t bright
enough to perform without attending the sessions.
This afternoon only half of them had chosen to turn
up—the rest were no doubt too engaged stacking
shelves at Sainsbury’s.

Prof Worrying: If they can’t act responsibly now, when will they?
What do you prefer, tea or coffee?

The fictional conversation raises a number of important issues associated with student
aspiration and tutors’ frustration. List the skills or activities that the tutors perceive as essential
to successful study in their subject and then suggest strategies that the tutor might employ to
develop the skill or activity in the session (see Table 6.3).

Table 6.3 Strategies to develop skills
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In the transition from A level to degree study, students have to acquire a vast range of new
study skills such as how to acknowledge references, how to make use of book lists and how to
take notes from formal lectures. Imagine that you are responsible for planning a study skills
Web site to support students in their first year of undergraduate study. Write a list of the skills
you would include on the site and underline those you consider essential to success.

As in the Typical and Worrying conversation above, student commitment is often linked to
issues of part-time employment. Students in both FE and HE tend to have some form of
part-time employment. Hodgson and Spours (1999:5) have found that the 1998 Labour Force
Survey assessment that just over 50 per cent of 17-year-olds are in both education and
employment is conservative and suggest that this figure could be as high as 65 or 75 per cent.
This work is often shop or bar work, but sometimes it is related to future career prospects.
The reason for taking employment is more usually to gain additional financial independence
and to fund higher education and/or the pattern of conspicuous consumption (cars,
computers, mobile phones and fashion). Indeed, by the time the student reaches higher
education, he or she is likely to require a part-time job for financial survival.

The job is an important element of personal development. The routine of attending work
and managing finances is a key skill for the future. It is something that has often been
acknowledged by the higher education application process and is certainly recognized by
potential employers. It is imperative therefore that this function remains but the issue here is
balance between paid employment and study.

Students work to gain money and experience. They study to gain the qualification that will
take them to higher-skilled employment and pay. The process of working, however, may
jeopardize the very thing that they are working to pay for—their qualification. For this reason
educationalists sometimes recommend that the student makes a decision between work and
study, as there is not time to make a full commitment to both. The activities that get lost in
this overcommitment are often self-directed study time and the opportunity to develop a
personal interest and enthusiasm in the subject.

The Butterfield quotation at the outset of this section suggests that Curriculum 2000 is
intended to allow the individual to manage his or her own learning pathway. In reality the
burden of assessment and the choice of options at all levels may incite confusion. Choice may
actually result in less-focused individuals who are not ready to embark on a specific course of
study. Hence within HE there may need to be the opportunity for transfer between degree
programmes as individuals settle into their studies.

Within FE there are attempts to overcome some of this confusion. In the QCA review
of July 2001, the ‘importance of giving information to students that clearly co-ordinates
workloads, maps combinations and identifies assessment requirements’ www.lsda.org.uk/
curriculum2000/centrefeedback.asp, 2001) was recognized. Students have been made aware
of the demands of their learning programme and as a consequence have taken more control
over it. The same transparent approach could be explored in higher education to ease the
transition to degree study.

Teaching and learning strategies similarly present difficulties for students. During this time
of transition to HE there are issues associated with the experience once in higher education.
Smith and Bocock (1999:293) write: ‘Lack of familiarity with the educational world, lack of
educational confidence…the absence of adequate guidance and signposting into and through the
system…comprise a formidable barrier to successful progression.’
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Here the authors are reporting findings of a survey of participation and progression in
higher education. It is suggested that some of the issues of student progression are partly
related to issues of commitment by the individual while others are related to insecurities
created by the perceptions of a different system with its own rules and regulations. It appears
that, if higher education is keen to encourage progression and retain students, it must address
the economies of mass teaching to generalist groups, as this may only serve to lower
commitment from the weaker students and further isolate them in their learning.

Many higher education first year programmes are quite general in content and as such act as
a foundation to later study. One consequence of this is a programme that may lack the focus
anticipated by the participants, one with little or no specialization, one that is taught to large
groups of people from different parent courses. Hence the weaker or less secure participants
may fail to see the benefit of the content and opt out. This non-attendance and lack of
background reading results in ‘lost’ students being unable to regain their position academically
or status as individuals and eventually leads to them leaving higher education.

The issue of academic content is just one example. The development of the skill of learning
how to learn is another. What makes this different is its skills-based nature. A need to learn the
process of learning straddles the FE-HE interface. By developing teaching and learning
strategies that overlap both sectors, students are far more likely to demonstrate development
and engagement.

Sense of self

‘The new undergraduate identifies “independent learning”, “self-discipline” and “self-reliance”
as basic goals of their university education. Yet many are unsure about how to achieve those goals,
and often find that they are expected to somehow “know” how to be independent and self-
reliant’ (Pargetter et al, quoted in Taylor, 2000:108).

Progression to higher education often represents the dawn of a new maturity in which the
individual is introduced to new challenges and responsibilities. Some are ready to take on
board this maturity; others find it extremely difficult to manage and it is here that student
support is essential.

Within the A level experience it has been acknowledged that the tutor has become ‘pivotal
to the 16–19 experience’. This individual has the role of managing the student’s programme of
study, demands on workload and key skills development (www.lsda.org.uk/curriculum2000/
centrefeedback.asp, 2001). Within FE there is thus a forum for discussion about progression to
HE and support for personal and academic issues. These sessions could be used to support a
range of issues to develop students in their progression and as a way of encouraging the
potential HE participant to assess his or her maturity, personal development plans
and interests.

In a number of ways the tutor is therefore adopting the role of a life coach with concerns for
students’ academic and personal development. Some universities have developed this approach
and have provided tutorial support in skills-based units or courses in which students
demonstrate their attainment of key skills, which have been practised and developed via the
taught element of the programme.

Running through this difficult territory is a strong vein that needs to be broken. There is a
feeling within some sectors of HE that students must have the maturity to work independently
and to take control of their own learning before they enter the arena. However, the
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contradictory view is that students can only develop at their own pace and that this is different
for each individual. Some students will therefore have the required maturity; others will not.
Similarly each student is coping with different personal and domestic challenges, for example
some students will have moved away from home and be learning a new way of life, while other
students won’t. Both FE and HE need to consider their responsibilities in understanding and
supporting students to cope with these situations.

TASK 6.3

This task encourages you to consider how you can support students through the
transition to HE.

Look at the profiles shown in Tables 6.4 and 6.5 of two 18-year-old students. Consider
the challenges each might face in higher education. How could a sixth form tutor help
them before they leave A level study and how could an HE tutor support them once they
are at university?

Table 6.4
James Rider

72 EXPLORING THE POST-16 FRAMEWORK



Table 6.5 Dan Ware

Conclusions—managing the transition

The curriculum reforms for 16- to 19-year-olds were implemented with the intention of
consolidating and streamlining the learning experience. This should make the transition
between levels more transparent. A clear perceptual divide exists between FE and HE, mainly
because HE is associated with the physical move to a university or college away from home and
a loss of the support of school friends. In many respects there is also an imaginary boundary
around HE, a sector that has a history of elitism. The widening participation agenda is clearly
challenging this notion and creating a welcome discussion of some of the issues associated
with this. 

The discussion above highlights the complexity of the relationship between post-16 and HE
sectors. To ease the transition between the two sectors for the student we need to consider the
attitude of admissions tutors, the development of key skills, the academic and personal support
systems required for individual students and the need to be explicit about the level of
commitment that is necessary for successful study in HE.

There is a fine balance of blame in which sectoral divides have previously allowed
responsibility to be pushed to ‘the other’. The current climate and culture of education does
not fit this approach. Led by government initiatives, there is an opportunity for FE and HE to
work together to build a community, and to listen to and work with the other sector and
hence support the students at the centre of the process to achieve their aspirations and potential.
Figure 6.1 offers a summary of possible responses by each of the sectors. Responsibility for
creating successful transition for students clearly lies with both sectors and, although  communicat
ion between the two is not always easy, there is scope for the common issue of transition to be
taken on board and worked at by both post-16 and higher education.
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7
Managing students’ behaviour in the classroom

Lin Le Versha

Brian: (Front of Curtain) That’s enough! (Pause. Almost at once, louder) I said enough!
Another word and you’ll be here until five o’clock. Nothing to me is it? I’ve got
all the time in the world. (Moves across without taking his eyes off them.) I didn’t
even get to the end of the corridor before there was such a din all the other
teachers started opening their doors as much as to say what the hell’s going on
there? SOMEBODY’S TALKING NOW! (Pause, stares again like someone facing a
mad dog.) Who was that? You? You, Mister Man?…I did not accuse you, I asked
you. Someone in the back row? (Stares dumbly for a few seconds. Relaxes, moves a few
steps. Shrugs.) You’re the losers, not me. Who’s that? (Turns on them again.)
Right—hands on heads! Come on, that includes you, put that comb away.
Eyes front and sit up. All of you, sit up!

(Extract from Nichols, 1967)

Surely this dramatic monologue could never be delivered in a post-16 classroom? Not to
students over the age of 16, in the ‘post-compulsory’ stage of their education, who are highly
motivated, committed and enthusiastic in the study of their chosen programme and who
present little of the challenging behaviour evident in secondary schoolchildren?
We must remember that only a summer holiday separates the schoolchild of Year 11 from the
serious student in Year 12, and tutors in school sixth forms and colleges assume that, with no
intervention whatsoever, those students have been magically transmogrified into independent,
autonomous learners.

The reality is, of course, very different. Students may have rid themselves of the irritations
of sitting in a classroom being forced to follow a subject prescribed by the National Curriculum
but they have not yet acquired the skills that lie at the foundation of independent learning and
their behaviour, particularly as inclusive learning and widening participation are embraced,
may be as challenging as that in the secondary school classroom. 

Managing challenging behaviour

This is one of the areas that beginning teachers or newly qualified teachers (NQTs) ask to
concentrate on most of all when starting work with new groups. Research from the school
sector can provide some useful frameworks for approaching the issue. Rogers (1997)



emphasizes that language is the primary tool in claiming control in the classroom and advocates
a balancing act that could be presented as shown in Figure 7.1.

Figure 7.1 Language in claiming control in the classroom

Too often we see ourselves as the central and sole influence in the classroom, like a pebble
dropped in a pool creating ripples that affect all in the classroom. Indeed this is one image used
by Kounin (1970) of interaction in the classroom. We must, however, be aware of the group
dynamics and the nature of the two-way relationships that exist between the tutor and each
student in the room and the complex relationships between the students themselves.

We mistakenly take full responsibility for the students’ behaviour; indeed we are
accountable for it, and often react aggressively, leading to escalation instead of analysing the
dynamics of the interrelationships in the group so that we can find a way to change them. We
must be aware of our own emotional state as well as that of our students and consider carefully
the way in which we communicate with the group of individuals before us.

Robertson (1989) expresses the view that it is the degree of our confidence in the classroom
that has the greatest influence on the behaviour of our students. A confident teacher
communicates to students that s/he has high expectations of them and develops the
self-fulfilling prophecy that is so successful in so many groups. However confident the teacher,
s/he must be aware that each group has its own identity and indeed a life that is relatively
autonomous of his/her control or facilitation.

TASK 7.1

Make two lists of situations or circumstances that could have a positive and a negative
effect on your performance as a teacher and decide whether they arise from factors
inside the classroom or are generated outside (see Table 7.1).

Table 7.1 Effects on your performance as a teacher
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Make a list of situations that could adversely affect a 16- to 19-year-old student’s
attitude to a particular lesson. Decide which of them you could change and which you
are unable to affect (see Table 7.2).

Table 7.2 Whether you can change situations that adversely affect lessons

Now make a list of the situations or experiences that could have a negative effect on
the entire group and do not originate from your behaviour or the activities in
your lesson.

Rogers (1997:16) develops a model for classroom management based on prevention, support,
consequences and corrective behaviour and presents this as a means to developing the
motivated learner in a stable learning environment (see Figure 7.2).

Figure 7.2 Model for classroom management (from Rogers, 1997)
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Prevention

In producing strategies for behaviour management that can be developed from this model we
should start by considering prevention. The following can help to avoid time wasting and
irritating confrontation:

• Before the lesson:

– careful lesson planning;
– appropriate organization of the furniture in the classroom;
– ensuring that any technological aid actually works;
– planned differentiation.

• During the lesson:

– positive, purposeful start to the lesson;
– the establishment of clear, fair, positive rules that are agreed with the group;
– explicit and understood consequences for infringing rules or routines;
– the development of routines;
– awareness of group dynamics;
– well-ordered finish to the lesson.

In many classrooms these expectations are implied rather than explicitly stated and this can
lead to class management problems if the expectations are not understood by all. With some
groups, such as those in tutorial sessions or following personal, social education programmes,
it is worth while to develop a ‘bill of rights and responsibilities’ at the beginning of the
sessions. The group can then agree, for example, that all will be given a hearing, sarcasm or
put-downs will not be used and, although different views may not be accepted by all, the right
of others to hold them will be respected.

In spending time negotiating such an explicit set of values the group will be able to explore
the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and to take responsibility for it themselves. This does
not mean that teachers can abdicate their responsibility but allows the students to assume
responsibility for their own behaviour rather than relying solely on teachers to assume a
policing or refereeing role.

TASK 7.2

Look at the two bills of rights below and discuss their relative strengths and weaknesses
with a partner. Which will be the most effective in encouraging the class to take
responsibility for its own actions? Are there non-negotiable rules or guidelines that you
would include?

• Bill of rights and responsibilities 1

We agree that:

82 TEACHING FOR LEARNING



– All students in the class have the right to be heard.
– Even though we may disagree with others’ views, they have the right to

be heard.
– All ideas are acceptable.
– The teacher is not always right.
– Everyone must speak in every lesson.
– Sarcastic comments are not allowed.

• Bill of rights and responsibilities 2

We agree that:

– All points of view are acceptable.
– If someone is speaking everyone else listens.
– There should be 100 per cent attention from everybody in the group

all lesson.
– Those who don’t want to speak shouldn’t be forced to.
– In any disagreement the teacher should decide who is right.

In pairs consider the rights and responsibilities of any group learning together and
produce your own ‘bill of rights’.

If it is not appropriate for such a formal process to be undertaken, consider strategies
for making your expectations explicit and accepted by your teaching groups.

Think of lessons that have resulted in less-than-perfect behaviour or outcomes. Using
the grid (Table 7.3) analyse what went wrong, why it went wrong and what you could
have done to prevent it.

Table 7.3 Analysing outcomes

Correction

At times it is necessary to correct students’ behaviour. This should be done with the least
disruption to the session, taking account of the impact of language shown above. One of the first
researchers into classroom management was Kounin who, in 1970, was stimulated to write his
book after he had reprimanded a student for reading a newspaper in his class and was amazed
by the ‘ripple effect’ of how the entire group was affected by this single exchange.

He coined the word ‘with-it-ness’ to describe the tutor who is aware of the subtle growth
of disrupting behaviour and is able to intervene before it becomes an enormous issue. We all
welcome the opportunity to be distracted from our work with the unexpected treat of
watching a dramatic confrontation in which the beleaguered tutor is outsmarted by the wit of
one of our peers.
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When correcting behaviour:

• Consider what you say, and when and how you say it.
• Avoid sarcasm—it is an easy weapon to draw but a difficult one from which to reestablish

the harmony in a classroom.
• Judge the seriousness of the offence and match the reprimand to it.
• Use a non-verbal cue to make your point.
• Avoid eye contact with the student who constantly seeks your attention.
• Maintain eye contact with a student to deter him/her from disruptive activity.
• Change your position during your input—you might stand behind students to improve

their concentration or at the back of the room.
• Avoid aggressive hand gestures such as finger pointing.
• Use assertive eye contact and a gesture, such as pointing to a mobile phone, to convey the

message that it should be put away.

On some occasions a simple reminder of the rules may be all that is needed: ‘Please check that
your mobile phones are switched off—this work is too important to be disturbed by phones.’
Simple choices, and casual or direct questions can deflect serious confrontation, for example:
‘James, would you like to put that phone away or’ (smiling) ‘shall I add it to my collection?’ or
‘James, in your essay you made an excellent point about the foreign policy of Henry VII; could
you share it with the group?’ or ‘James, when did Henry VII come to the throne?’

Managing and correcting the behaviour of 16-plus students is a fine balance of achieving
your goal while letting them avoid embarrassment or losing face in front of their friends. At all
times you should preserve respect, and using a student’s first name will help to do this. Never
invade a student’s personal space, grab personal property or touch a student unless it is a case
of preserving health and safety.

When correcting behaviour, use a respectful but assertive tone of voice, avoiding aggression
and emotion. Instead of taking on a student in front of his/her friends, it is often more
effective to tackle the issue with the student after the lesson or even later in the day when time
has been given to cool off. Many students find it difficult to take reprimands, or indeed praise,
in front of a class. When discussing the incident it is important to separate the student from the
behaviour and to be honest about your emotions. The student has seen that s/he has made you
angry (indeed that may have been the main aim) so do not be afraid to admit it: ‘James, your
insistence on playing with your mobile phone throughout my lessons is making me extremely
angry. I feel that your behaviour is rude and shows a lack of respect to me and to your group.
This college has a “no mobiles in lesson” rule, which is written in the student diary and on the
wall in every classroom. So I would be grateful if you would switch off your mobile phone
when you come to my class and leave it in your bag rather than on the desk. How would you
have felt if in our tutorial last week I kept checking my mobile for text messages instead of
listening to you?’

It is at this point that many students will not defend behaviour that they know is
unacceptable but they will try to divert the conversation away from their misdemeanour by
bringing up a secondary issue such as: ‘Mr Jones always lets us have our mobiles switched on in
his lesson.’ Do not be tempted to discuss the relative merits of Mr Jones’s policy to mobile
phones compared with yours or even whether in Mr Jones’s lesson a mobile phone will not

84 TEACHING FOR LEARNING



disturb the flow. Stick to the issue in your lesson and the solution that you and the student
find acceptable.

Secondary issues take up a great deal of time in the dialogue of the classroom and
successfully create a diversion from the task in hand, as this exchange with subtext illustrates:

Teacher: James, please put that mobile phone away.
(How many times does that boy need telling?)

James: But it’s switched off, look.
(How sad is she? Just finding an excuse to nag at someone—she’s always picking on me.)

Teacher: No phones on desks—you know that.
(Why does he have to score points like this? He is always seeking attention.)

James: But other teachers let me keep it on the desk without going on at me.
(You are a failure compared with others who can keep control even when we use

mobile phones.)
Teacher: And which teachers are they then?

(What do they think of me? Am I making a fuss? Should I let them?)

The teacher is now trapped in a discussion of secondary issues, which will waste more time and
give the student a larger platform from which to perform to the absorbed class. Making an
explicit request for all phones to be turned off and put away at the beginning of the session or
ignoring the phone until it provokes attention could have been wiser choices here.

TASK 7.3

Consider a classroom you have encountered, for example with a student who talks to
her neighbour every time you address the group. Consider what you might say, when you
might say it and the tone you might use, and note these in the three columns below
(Table 7.4), moving from the least intrusive to the most interventionist.

Table 7.4
Content, timing and tone

Consider the same process for an incident you have experienced in a classroom. It is
useful to have a graded list of responses worked out so that you may deliver them in a
controlled fashion rather than leaping to the disciplinary tactics typical of an
oppressive regime immediately!
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Consequences

In post-16 education we are preparing students for independent study in higher education or
for successful careers in the workplace. Employers have codes of conduct and grievance
procedures that are strictly adhered to and schools and colleges have a responsibility to prepare
students for that world.

Persistent absence or failure to complete work in employment would lead to specified
warnings and then dismissal. In college or school sixth forms, students need to realize that if they
break the rules certain consequences will follow. Individual circumstances may be taken into
consideration but consequences should be well publicized and followed. Student codes of
conduct, disciplinary procedures and appeals procedures are usually published in college
charters, student diaries or handbooks so that transparency and their wide publication will lead
to acceptance and understanding of the consequences of breaking the rules.

Students should:

• take responsibility for their behaviour and understand the consequences of their actions;
• know the rights and values behind the rules that exist for the good of the community and

that create a feeling of mutual respect.

Rules should:

• preserve the dignity and rights of individuals;
• incorporate expectations of human rights;
• lead to a secure and safe educational environment.

Infringement of rules should:

• be treated fairly;
• be treated consistently;
• lead to well-publicized consequences.

Expectations in the classroom must be made clear or the ‘actions lead to consequences’ sequence
will be muddled and difficult to enforce. Research shows (Doyle, 1986) that teachers
introduce rules and procedures in the first days with a group. The most effective teachers
integrated them into their classroom routines, while the less effective had vague rules and in the
second and third weeks of teaching the students no longer adhered to them. Rogers (1991)
noted that teachers who have ‘unclear expectations’ and ‘poorly enforced rules’ look passive
and they are easily threatened by their students. Whatever the level of formality, one thing is
always true—if we don’t say what we expect then we get what we deserve!
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TASK 7.4

Think of the problems you have with your classes or have observed in those of others.
Perhaps the issues may be concerned with behaviour, punctuality or completion of work
by the deadline set. Consider the consequences you would impose. How reasonable are
they? (See Table 7.5.)

Table 7.5 Problems, consequences and reasonableness

Support

After carrying through the consequences it is vital to re-establish a working relationship with
the student once again. As in family behaviour, it is important to close the door on that
particular incident and to start afresh without constant carping back and reference to it.
Offer individual support to the student through a tutorial or simply reinforce good behaviour
or a contribution to a lesson.

If the student persistently repeats the unacceptable behaviour, then ask for support from
higher authorities in the school or college. A formal contract or plan may be negotiated with
the student, which may include:

• handing in work on the deadline set;
• catching up with missing assignments according to an agreed schedule;
• setting short-term targets tied to realistic dates;
• involving parents if the student is in danger of being asked to leave school or college;
• making the consequences of not meeting the targets explicit.

If the conditions in the negotiated contract are not met, it is essential that the stated consequences
are carried out.

This action is usually at the end of a series of misdemeanours and following several
warnings. In the classroom, support is provided on a daily basis and in a less formal fashion.
Teachers of younger children are often advised to ‘spot them doing something right’, as
children respond to positive encouragement. Students in the 16- to 19-year-old age group are
no different and they too appreciate recognition of their efforts. Too often we readily
reprimand students for doing wrong and fail to congratulate them when they are working
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well. Positive reinforcement of the group and the individual in the lesson will lead to the
development of high standards and increase motivation. Assignments returned to students
swiftly with positive comments on how to improve performance will lead to students
completing their work on time.

TASK 7.5

• Draw a seating plan for each of your groups and at the end of each lesson tick the
names of students whom you have complimented or reinforced. Try to find
something positive to say to each student each week.

• Consider your attitude and approach to classroom control. Using the list of
student behaviour (Table 7.6), decide what you will do about it. Will you ignore
it or make an issue of it? How will you take it on and what will you do as a
consequence? Discuss this with another tutor and compare reactions.

Table 7.6 Student behaviour

Classroom management checklist

• Before the lesson:

– Is the organization of the room suited to the activity?
– Is the classroom a learning environment with appropriate posters or student

work displayed?
– Is group work possible in the room?
– Does your lesson have a clear, explicit learning objective?
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• During the lesson:

– Have you shared the learning objective with the students?
– Do students understand what they should be doing or are they confused?
– Are you aware of the atmosphere in the classroom and the body language

of students?
– Are they bored, attentive, holding private conversations?
– Is poor punctuality or failure to hand in work challenged?
– Who is in control, you or the students? Does this change at various stages in

the lesson?
– Are routines clear to everyone?
– How do students address the tutor and other students? Do they show respect?
– Is there a feeling of purposeful activity in the lesson?
– Are students using their time effectively?
– Are students encouraged to work collaboratively?
– Are all students challenged intellectually?
– Is questioning used constructively to manage the class?
– Do individual students sabotage the lesson through ‘red herrings’?
– Are timings given for activities such as individual or group work?
– Are questions structured in a way that encourage students to listen to

each other?
– Does the feedback include all students in the class?
– Is the lesson ended promptly and appropriately?
– Has the learning objective been achieved?
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8
Planning lessons to reach all your students

Lin Le Versha

Teachers and teaching teams need to be effective in interpreting curriculum
requirements in order to devise learning outcomes, programmes of study and
assessment strategies as well as adopting appropriate teaching and
learning strategies.

(FENTO, 2001)

Imagine getting into your car one morning, starting the engine and just driving. The questions
that follow are where? why? what for? Whenever we set off on any journey from the long trek
of a holiday to a short hop to the shops we make preparations and plan it. To ensure that our
students achieve their programme aims, we need to plan how they are to do it. We need to
plan exactly what we want them to learn and the activities they will undertake to achieve that
understanding. We also need to distinguish between our activity as tutors and their
participation as students. We have the examination specification, we know which topics,
books or areas we have to cover but how do we plan for students to cover the specification and
achieve the learning necessary for them to pass their examinations?
How do we move from the examination specification…

The AQA specification

Candidates should examine:

1. different explanations of crime, deviance, social order and social control;
2. the relationship between deviance, power and social control;
3. different explanations of the social distribution of crime and deviance by age, social class,

ethnicity, gender and locality;
4. the social construction of, and societal reactions to, crime and deviance, including the

role of the mass media;
5. the sociological issues arising from the study of suicide.
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…to the individual lesson plan (Figure 8.2)?

Figure 8.2 Lesson plan

The examination specification will provide an outline of the content of a course and its mode
of assessment. Tutors, as part of a team or subject department, will be expected to contribute
to the development of a scheme of work and to undertake individual lesson
planning themselves.

The scheme of work may be structured according to a prescribed format produced by the
college or school. In it the sequence of delivering the specification will be evident and each
area to be taught will be broken down into content, method, resources, time-scale and
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assessment. The lesson plan may also be structured according to a prescribed format but it
should include the context of the session, the learning objective(s), a brief summary of the
activities that will be undertaken, the resources that are to be used and any follow-up work or
assessment that will be made.

Planning the lesson

Clark and Yinger (1987) provide three reasons for planning lessons. Tutors need to walk into
the classroom with confidence so planning meets their immediate personal needs; secondly,
planning is a means of organizing the time and activity in the classroom; and finally, it is a way
to prompt tutors and to provide a framework during the lesson. The content of the plan
depends on the tutor’s relationship with the class and the topic to be taught.

Minton (1991, quoted in Armitage et al, 1999:77) produced a planning framework that uses
control as its organizing concept, while Forsyth, Joliffe and Stevens (1999) explored the way in
which a desired activity determines the methodology and the resources to be used. Following
their thinking the tutor could consider the framework in Table 8.1 as a way of
approaching planning.

In exploring the variety of appropriate learning activities expected in the FENTO standards
the tutor has many from which to choose including:

• lead lectures;
• short presentations;
• class discussions or question-and-answer sessions;
• seminars;
• group work;
• brainstorming;
• problem-solving teams;
• research groups;
• role plays;
• visits and field trips;
• individual tutorials;
• individual research.

The selection of the appropriate activity will depend on the relationship with the class, the
confidence of the tutor and the learning objective, taking into account the learning styles of the
students and the desired outcome and method of assessment.

94 TEACHING FOR LEARNING



Table 8.1 Framework as a way of approaching planning
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TASK 8.1

Consider a topic that you intend to teach. Construct a grid like the one in Table 8.1 to
show how you will teach it, the level of control you anticipate, the activities you will
undertake and the resources you will need. An example is given in Table 8.2. 

Table 8.2 Topic: Effects of planning regulations on a locality

Learning objectives

There are two types of learning objectives, those that aim to change behaviour and those that
aim to develop cognition (Cohen and Manion, 1989). In developing behavioural objectives the
tutor needs to specify who is to perform the behaviour, and give a clear description of that
behaviour, the conditions under which the behaviour is to be performed and the standard for
success or failure. These objectives are appropriate when teaching students skills that can be
demonstrated easily and provide clear, achievable and measurable targets.

For example, in a PE lesson the tutor may have one of the following as the objective for a
lesson: to learn the rules of badminton and to demonstrate their use in scoring a game; to
demonstrate three ball-passing skills in basketball. In drama the objectives might be: to write,
rehearse and perform a dramatic monologue; to develop and use a Liverpudlian accent in a
performance of an extract from Willy Russell’s Educating Rita.

Cognitive objectives are more flexible and are linked to broader learning experiences.
They are used when developing learning and understanding. For example, in English literature
such learning objectives might be: to develop an understanding of the effect of different types
of imagery in Othello; to understand the theme of appearance and reality in A Room with a View
by E M Forster.

Business studies tutors might plan for their students: to research three theories of
motivation and to understand their impact on organizational management; to appreciate the
influence of ethics in decision making in a company.

A learning objective is a ‘clear statement of instructional intent written in any form as long
as it clarifies the intent’ (Forsyth, Joliffe and Stevens, 1999). They add that the objective
should say something about the learner, be concerned with ends rather than means and define
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what the learner should be able to do and to what level. The need for sharp, clear learning
objectives is an obvious starting point for all lesson plans if the tutor is to be able to evaluate
how successful the lesson was in achieving the learning objectives set.

Learning objectives should be explicit and shared with students. They need to know the
destination of the journey you are taking together. Jenson (1996) states that the visual
reinforcement of key learning points through posters or key words placed at or above eye level
improves long-term recall by 90 per cent. In one school all tutors are expected to write their
learning objective(s) on the top left-hand side of the whiteboard. When students look up at the
board they automatically look at the top left of the board so they are reminded of the objective
for the lesson. It also reminds the tutor to keep on track! At the end of the lesson the tutor
asks the students if the objectives have been met as a way of evaluating success. Those who feel
that they have achieved the desired level of understanding share it with other students thus
reinforcing and synthesizing the learning.

Smith (1996, 1998) in his work on accelerated learning emphasizes the notion of connecting
the learning for students. The learning objectives need to be put into context so that students
understand how a particular lesson relates to the previous session and where it fits into the
overall scheme of work. They must be aware of the relevance of this short-term objective to
the long term and understand the benefit of the lesson to them. He also emphasizes that the
outcomes should be specified at this stage in language that all the students will understand and
that differentiation should be evident.

TASK 8.2

For the topic you have planned above, write the learning objectives for two or three
lessons, specifying the learning outcomes and the way in which you will explain them to
your students. You might find it helpful to consider sentences that begin ‘At the end of
this lesson you should be able to…’

Checklist on learning objectives

• Before the lesson:

– Will your objective develop the students’ behaviour or their understanding?
– Is the learning objective clear?
– Can its outcomes be evaluated or measured?
– Do you have the necessary resources to achieve your objectives? 

• During the lesson:

– Is the learning objective shared with the students?
– Is the objective put into context?
– Does the learning objective build on their prior knowledge

and understanding?
– Do students understand what they are doing?
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– Do they know why they are doing it?
– How does the objective fit into the bigger picture?
– Have you planned sufficient time to achieve the objective?
– How far is the objective achieved?
– Who evaluates it, you or the students?
– How will this evaluation affect your next lesson?

Differentiation

In the 16–19 classroom the students will be self-selected on programmes of study that will
provide progression to further education, higher education or employment. For most level 3
Advanced programmes they will be accepted on to the course only after achieving the entry
requirements at Intermediate level. This should mean that the range of ability before the tutor
is much narrower than that in a mixed-ability group in a Year 9 class in a comprehensive
school, for example. The students will still differ in ability, motivation and commitment.
There will be students with different preferred learning styles in the room and those requiring
additional support for specific learning needs or difficulties. It is at the lesson-planning stage
that these individual differences should be taken into account and provision made for them.

Differentiation plays a role in improving achievement and motivation in individual students
according to Pollard and Triggs (1997), and the work of Martinez (1997, 2000) shows that if
student motivation is improved or maintained then retention and achievement rates increase.

When we plan for differentiation in the classroom we are attempting to meet the individual
needs of each student while providing a challenging learning experience for all students in the
class. Many pro formas for planning lessons issued by colleges and schools include an
assumption that differentiation is part of the plan and provide a section for it.

Examples of differentiation observed in lessons might include:

• accepting different responses to questions from students of different abilities;
• asking students different types of questions;
• using different vocabulary;
• allowing students to take different times to complete a task;
• using different materials for different students;
• expecting students to complete different amounts of work;
• giving students different levels of support;
• using different criteria to assess students’ success in achieving the task;
• giving all students the same task but accepting different outcomes from them.

The most common forms of differentiation are by task and outcome. The former is evident in
the classroom in the interaction between tutor and student while the latter is part of the
assessment process once the task has been completed. The process of differentiation assumes
that the tutor has some way of analysing student ability in the subject. Data on GCSE
performance, value-added scores and special needs such as dyslexia are all available and can be
used to provide information on the previous performance of students. Some subject
departments administer diagnostic tests so that support may be given to individuals who need
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it—for example, a business studies student may be happy with the numerical demands of the
subject but less confident in structuring an essay. This information may provide the tutor with
an immediate strategy when it comes to differentiation in class but must be handled sensitively
as 16- to 19-year-olds are not enthusiastic about being identified as different to their peers.

Differentiation by outcome has the advantage that students are not made aware of being treated
differently in any way in the lesson. They all have the same opportunity to attempt the task and
avoid being labelled. If working in groups or in pairs, students support one another in
completion of the task. Tutors do not have to provide a range of materials or tasks, or make
unsound judgements on student abilities that, when made explicit, could become self-fulfilling
prophecies. The tasks, however, tend to be more open-ended and, as they are carefully
designed to accommodate all levels of ability starting with the weakest student, the more able
students may find the task insufficiently demanding.

Differentiation by task is advantageous for the brightest students as they can be challenged and
stimulated to achieve, while those at the other end of the ability range are also motivated by a
task at which they can succeed. As mentioned above, this form of differentiation has the
problem of labelling students and leads to fixed expectations of student performance once they
have been established.

In VCE the coursework is differentiated in the design stage. Students can choose whether to
follow the assignment brief to the level that they wish, selecting E, C or A criteria.

So how could you approach differentiation in the classroom?

Worksheets can be produced with sections that increase in difficulty so the more able student
covers more ground and moves on to more difficult subject matter and tasks or extension
material. All students can be given the opportunity to finish this in private study time so that
all have equal opportunities.

When covering different topics or different areas of the syllabus students who appear to be
high achievers in one area may need additional support in another. Carefully structured
workbooks could offer a solution here. They could include sections that all students must
cover as a basic requirement and then a variety of different activities, covering a range of
learning styles, as optional sections that could be pursued by those who wish to develop their
knowledge and understanding further.

Offering students the opportunity to volunteer for particular areas of research will often
lead to students ‘self-differentiating’, with the more able students choosing the more
challenging abstract area while the less able select the more factual.

Grouping students according to understanding is an obvious strategy with peer tutoring as a
feature. One way of evaluating a session is to ask students to write down areas or topics that they
could explain to others and those on which they would appreciate further explanation. Pairing
students who can ‘teach’ a topic to those who need it explained again not only enables ‘student
teachers’ to synthesize their knowledge and understanding but offers ‘students’ the possibility
of having the areas taught in their own language rather than that of the class tutor, thus
improving their understanding.
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TASK 8.3

• Think of a topic and write a list of differentiated questions that you might ask five
students in your class—ranging from the student who is having problems in the
area to the most confident. Pay particular attention to the vocabulary you use.

• Design a worksheet that incorporates the opportunity for differentiation in
your lesson.

• Plan a lesson that covers a variety of activities to suit different learning styles in
your class—consider those who prefer to reflect on their learning, those who are
active learners and those who prefer drawing or speaking to writing, for example.

Differentiation checklist

• Before the lesson:

– How aware are you of the different ability levels in the class?
– Do you know which students are receiving individual support from study

skills or learning support units?

• During the lesson:

– Are more able students challenged and extended?
– Is questioning appropriately directed?
– How do you react to different types of student response?
– Do all students feel valued in the class?
– Is support available for students experiencing difficulty?

Differentiation for boys

The introduction of Curriculum 2000 has continued to stimulate the debate in the media on
the improvement in girls’ performance compared with that of boys (TES, 23 August 2002).
Sukhnandan (1999) points out that it is the dramatic increase in the achievement of girls that
accounts for the difference in attainment. There is a growing body of research of this trend in
schools, which suggests that there are strong local effects underlying educational performance
and suggests the following action:

• At institutional level:

– Open the debate with parents, governors, students and tutors.
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– Monitor trends of achievement and performance in the school or college and
by subject.

– Look for evidence of prejudicial beliefs in policies and practices.
– Challenge stereotypical thinking (‘boys are more difficult’, ‘girls work harder’).
– Explore and develop boys’ and girls’ different approaches to learning.

TASK 8.4

Consider your own school or college experience. Were boys and girls treated
differently? Were you aware of different policies or practices that encouraged this
difference? In your experience did boys and girls exhibit different learning styles?

• In the classroom:
Evidence from case studies on performance (Arnot et al, 1998; Black and William,

1998) and from the practical experience of tutors suggests that there are strategies that can
be employed in the classroom to support underachievers, especially boys:

– Offer clear targets for each lesson that are shared with students.
– Explain the purpose of the session and what is in it for them.
– Make outcomes clear.
– Give information in bite-size chunks.
– Organize tasks in small, logical steps.
– Include a variety of activities in the lesson.
– Make tasks time-bonded and measurable.
– Give five steps for all activities: five solutions and then select one, five paragraphs,

five points.
– Challenge students by the task rather than completion of the task (‘I bet you can’t find

five reasons for the change in foreign policy’).
– Provide opportunities for active work, group work and practical work.
– Offer more discussion and role-play.
– Mix boys and girls together in group work.
– Devise tasks that incorporate different styles of writing.
– Give praise and criticism in private, not in front of the group.
– Respond positively to changes in behaviour or performance.
– Provide plenty of positive feedback with specific advice on how to improve work.
– Set assignments that are clear, with suggestions for length, format and style.
– Set short deadlines for assignments.
– Break up large pieces of coursework into sections so that you are able to check on

progress and offer support.
– Provide models or frameworks for writing or assignments.
– Show students previous examples of good assignments. 
– Mark and return assignments quickly.
– Provide concrete advice on how to improve a piece of work.
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TASK 8.5

Using the list above look at one of your lesson plans and consider the adaptations you
might make to improve the learning of boys in your group.

Those in schools and colleges where efforts have been made to develop strategies to improve
boys’ learning claim that all they have done is to develop good practice. Indeed it is evident
that strategies that encourage boys to learn are exactly the same approaches that improve girls’
performance. The solution appears to be in planning lessons for the students in front of
you—such an obvious point that it seems absurd! Yet the tutors who incorporate a variety of
activities to appeal to the individual learning styles of their students, provide opportunities for
differentiation and have clear objectives certainly seem to be successful.
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9
Using questions and group work effectively

Lin Le Versha

Questions

Socrates understood the value of sharp questioning in developing learning and higher-level
thought and a large part of many lessons will be spent on ‘Q and A’. Strategic use of questions
in the classroom can provide the best examples of learning and play a vital part in classroom
management. Poorly used, however, they can result in dull lessons, where a few students
dominate in a teacher-led quiz.

Questions increase motivation and the development of concepts if they are intriguing and
thought-provoking, and require a student to reflect. Robertson (1989) pointed out, however,
that they can create problems in classroom management if they require lengthy answers and
allow other students to drift away from the interchange between the tutor and an individual
student. It is quite a balancing act to give attention to an individual while keeping control of
the rest of the group.

Cullen (1998) emphasizes that questions play a major role in developing what he calls
‘communicative’ student-teacher interaction, which leads to learning. It is the development of
purposeful, challenging questions that are at the centre of this process. Tabberer (1995),
however, notes that only 2 per cent of the time in the classroom is spent on challenging
questions. It would seem then that consideration of questioning techniques as a means to
develop learning is essential.

Directed questions

Good and Brophy (1997) explore the way in which some students will monopolize small group
discussion just as they dominate whole-class activities, while Good’s Model of Student
Passivity (1993) highlights the role of the tutor in reinforcing this through poor questioning
techniques. Teachers direct fewer questions at less able students and, when they do, they wait
for much less time for a response from them than they do from the brighter students. Link this
to Jacobs’s research (1999), which indicated that tutors allow only 0.7 second for students to
answer questions addressed directly to them, and we see that students whatever their ability
have to be remarkably quick off the mark if they are to respond to directed questions before
the tutor moves on.

When asking questions of passive students, tutors also provide the answers rather than
waiting for a response and they show a tendency to criticize failure readily while withholding



praise. As these students rely primarily on tutors to structure their learning and behaviour, it is
essential that tutors should employ questions appropriately to involve these students in the
learning process.

The use of directed questions that are differentiated according to student ability is one
strategy to ensure that all are included in the lesson and the learning experience.
This questioning is usually directed to individual students but it may also be directed to a sub-
group in the class. For example, if a particular group of students has not been participating
then the question may be asked of ‘that group by the window’ or ‘girls’. Such approaches
ensure that all students feel included in the lesson and the learning experience.

TASK 9.1

Ask someone to observe a lesson and using a plan of the class (as shown in Figure 9.1)
ask him/her to mark each time you direct a question to a particular student. Analysis of
the diagrams after the lesson will enable you to reflect on whom you include and whom
you ignore. Do you show a preference for males or females, or address one side or area of
the room? Do your questions encourage a few students who you assume know the
answers to dominate the lesson while the less able are passive?

Figure 9.1 Class plan

Open and closed questions

At the most basic level, questions can be categorized into open and closed questions. A closed
question is usually factual and has only one answer so gives the student no room for expressing
a personal view or opinion:
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• Who killed Hamlet’s father?
• What is the map reference for Ipswich?
• Did Henry VIII execute Katherine Parr?

Such questions can increase the pace of a lesson, provide a swift recap at the beginning of the
lesson or involve a student who is drifting off or distracting others.

Open questions are the questions that can lead to higher-level thought, that require
reflection, personal comment and analysis. They are also by their nature unpredictable so you
must be able to respond to the answer your question provokes:

• What were Hamlet’s feelings about his father’s death?
• Having seen the video on the developments in Ipswich, what do you think of them?
• Do you think Henry VIII was a cruel king?

Such questions, for which there is no right answer, can create the foundation for debates,
explore cause and effect, and allow students to think creatively, leap into speculation and
produce hypotheses. They are, however, time-consuming and difficult to evaluate so many
teachers avoid them.

Questions to avoid

Beware the use of the ‘false’ open question. ‘What is the poet saying about love here?’
provokes a response that the student feels is valid. If the tutor replies, ‘Yes, but don’t you
think…?’ or ‘Anyone else?’, then the real question the tutor is asking is ‘What do I think that
the poet is saying about love?’ or ‘Please will you read my mind?’ Students recognize this type
of question and will become passive, leaving the response to the student who appears to be on
the same wavelength as the teacher.

Questions that appear to bully or nag the students can produce resentment or lack of
interest. The desperate tone of ‘Oh, come on, you all know the answer to this’ or ‘Now add a
little more’ do not provoke thought but emphasize the problems the tutor has in stimulating a
discussion or getting the group to remember something the tutor thinks s/he has taught them.

The use of questions asking students to guess may also be considered a waste of time by
students. They know that they do not know the answer as you have not given them the
information. Although they may be used occasionally to start discussion, guessing questions
should be avoided.

A range of questions

Frameworks for evaluating or using questions in class have been developed by Brown and
Edmonson (1984), Good (1993) and Pollard and Triggs (1997), who suggest that if
a framework is understood then more effective learning follows. To check on learning, to
provoke discussion and to challenge students, an appropriate question may be considered from
the list in Table 9.1. Directed questions that are differentiated will involve all students.

As questions play such a central role in the learning process it is a good idea to incorporate
them into your lesson planning. Short, factual questions to test knowledge may be followed by
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more demanding, challenging questions that will provoke students to higher-level thinking and
discussion. To ensure that you elicit the response you want it is important to frame the
questions appropriately, and time spent producing a list of them is an excellent investment. 

TASK 9.2

Consider a topic that you teach. Write a list of questions that could test knowledge,
check on learning and challenge your students. Answer the questions yourself and see if they
really elicit the response you want.

Table 9.1 Appropriate questions

 

Questions checklist

• Before the lesson:

– Have you planned the questions you will ask and their purpose?
– Have you considered to whom you will address particular questions and the

vocabulary you will use?

• During the lesson:

– Are open and closed questions used appropriately?
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– Are questions clear and do they address only one issue?
– Are questions addressed to the class or directed to individuals or sub-groups

within the class?
– Do the same students always answer and dominate the lesson?
– Are students addressed personally?
– Are questions differentiated? Are easier questions asked of the less able?
– Do you wait for students to answer or do you answer your own questions?
– Do you ask supplementary questions to challenge students?
– Do you respect the answers and opinions that students give?
– How do you respond to incorrect, irrelevant or negative contributions?

Group work

What I hear, I cannot remember
What I see, I do remember
What I do, I understand.

(Chinese proverb)

It is often in small groups that the opportunity is provided for the higher-level, challenging
questions to be explored and learning to take place. It offers students the opportunity for
active learning and involves all students, even the most passive or shy. Group work can
become a means of developing peer tutoring and enables students to share different views of
the area of learning. Within a group, students can evaluate their learning, synthesize their
knowledge and explore the area creatively. They are also able to develop their key skills of
communication and working with others. This point is emphasized by Petty (1998: 193) who
argues that ‘research, especially from the USA, shows that well managed group work greatly
increases attention to task and develops subject specific as well as vital communication skills’.
He goes on to argue that poorly managed group work that does not incorporate effective
monitoring and demanding feedback may go off task and become dominated by particular
students while permitting others to become passengers.
It is the development of higher-order cognitive skills that provide the ‘buzz’ for so many
A level tutors along with the excitement and enthusiasm of students who begin to make
intellectual sense of the subject for themselves. It is the personal ownership of learning that is
typical of the high-achieving A level student and it depends on the development of
individual learning.

Research with A level English literature students by Le Versha (1990) suggested that
developing the student’s individual understanding and making it explicit, through the use of
heuristics, led to higher standards of written work incorporating well-developed arguments
and sophisticated analysis. Her work, based on the personal construct theory of Kelly (1955,
1966), built on the notion that we all construct personal views of the world, the subject or the
topic. We can change our construct and we can share our construct with others.

It is through discussion that we can become aware of others’ constructs and either
strengthen or adapt our own. Tutor-dominated sessions, where the tutor’s construct of the
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play, the theory or the attitude dominates the lesson, may well equip students to answer
A level questions competently, as they reproduce the tutor’s carefully considered construct,
but do little to challenge students intellectually or encourage them to take intellectual ownership
of the subject. A lesson where the tutor dominates may be represented as in Figure 9.2.

• 1 The tutor introduces the topic and the main points that should be developed.
A The student, with his/her own construct of the topic listens to see how the tutor’s

views fit in with his/her own.
• 2 The tutor continues to explain his/her construct emphasizing the points that the

students should remember.
B The student realizes that his/her construct is ‘wrong’ so adapts it and begins to

accept that of the tutor.
• 3 The tutor continues to expound his/her view.

C The student adapts his/her construct so that it is in line with that of the tutor.

Research on conformity may not be known by all A level students but many are certainly
aware of the feeling of cognitive dissonance evoked by holding different views to those of the
authority figure in the classroom. Within a small group with carefully structured activities,
students have the opportunity to describe their construct, to develop or even adapt it, but they
are more likely to disagree and stick with their view in a group of their peers than they are in a
didactic session dominated by the tutor.

Figure 9.2 Tutor-dominated lesson

Bligh (1998) surveyed research evidence on different forms of teaching and concluded that
discussion was more effective than a didactic approach for stimulating thought, for personal
and social adjustment and for changes of attitude. Luker (in Brown and Atkins, 1988) explores
student and tutor likes and dislikes about group work. Students like having  influence over
what is discussed, finding out others’ ideas and the way group work helps them to develop
their analytical skills so that they arrive at solutions. Tutors like the informal atmosphere,
getting to know the student individually and the way in which students are able to grasp an
idea for the first time, but dislike getting the discussion going, the potential loss of authority
and the need to keep quiet and let the students speak. Brown and Atkins (1988) concur with
this and report research that the time tutors spend talking in student-tutor discussion is
64 per cent but could be as high as 86 per cent!

Figure 9.3 shows that the highest rate of retention is linked to active learning. Discussions,
practical sessions and the process of teaching others are all means of reinforcing learning. Too
often our lessons push students to the top of the triangle where they remain passively. Didactic
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teaching has a crucial part to play in developing students’ learning but it needs to be supported
by other activities if students are to retain the knowledge and understanding we have worked
so hard to teach them.

It is the development of metacognition or higher-level learning, which can be developed
through group work, that Biggs (1999:52) found exciting: ‘such learning is an integral part of a
well-run group. Group learning gives students practice in thinking and explaining; it exposes
them to multiple viewpoints, which helps them to make connections among concepts and
ideas; it provides opportunities for “scaffolding” (students supporting each other’s learning); it
often results in students teaching each other.’

Figure 9.3 Teaching methods and effective learning (after Brighouse, 1989)

Group work requires careful planning and management if it is to support learning and all
students are to be involved in the process. Discussion of some well-known research into the
way management teams function may be of help in supporting planning for the 16–19
classroom. The work of Belbin (1981) and Tuckman (1965) is the basis of many management
courses to develop an awareness of the ways in which groups function. When groups are set to
work in a classroom the strategies to manage them in their learning are similar to those
employed by managers in the workplace.

Working in teams

Belbin explored the role people play when they are part of a team and the characteristics that
make up the best teams. He immediately discovered the Apollo syndrome: that the brightest
group does not always prove to be the best. He describes eight roles that are needed for the
fully effective team. Obviously it is not always possible to produce the ‘dream team’ but
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Belbin noted that too many of the same roles in a group create a lack of balance while too few
of his roles mean that the job may not get completed.

Groups of eight are often not desirable in the classroom, so in smaller groups each person will
perform more than one role. The tutor needs to be aware of the make-up of groups and the
roles that students play in them. If they are not given roles, do students always play the same
roles in group work? Do they play different roles in different groups? What is the effect on the
group of changing the role a student plays?

Having taken into account the roles students play the tutor needs to understand the organic
development of groups. Tuckman’s work traces the stages of development of groups in
four stages:

• forming: a group of individuals define their task and their role in the process;
• storming: a conflict stage where purpose, leadership and other norms are challenged, often

leading to a more realistic approach to the task;
• norming: the group develops a way of working together and roles are accepted;
• performing: only at this stage will the group be productive.

This process of maturity lasts for different periods of time depending on the group’s
commitment to the objectives. In some cases the first three periods appear to take no time at
all and the group functions effectively immediately. Sometimes the storming process is not
explicit and leads to disruptive behaviour on apparently unrelated issues that subvert the
performance stage.

TASK 9.3

Consider groups in which you have been a member and apply Belbin’s and Tuckman’s
theories to the experience. What was your role? Did you play more than one? Did you
play different roles in different groups? How long did the group take to go through the
first three stages and actually produce a result?

Setting up groups

In the classroom, understanding of these issues can make managing group work more
profitable. Ascribing roles or leaving them to be developed by the groups is an
important decision and depends on the routines established in the classroom. Are students used
to working in groups? Do they always work in the same groups? Are the groups organized by
the students or the tutor?

• Roles. Roles that are easy to allocate and will be readily understood by the group are:

– chairperson;
– secretary;
– timekeeper.
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Additional members of the team could be nominated to provide feedback following group
work or this could be part of the role descriptions above.

• Space. In setting up groups it is important to ensure that the space is appropriate. Groups of
three or four students sitting in a row are not likely to interact and the students at the end
will be excluded. Move students and furniture so that they work around a table or they are
in a circle.

• Self-selecting. Self-selecting groups based on friendship or their seating in the room will
exploit well-established relationships and roles so may lead to more efficient use of time.
They may also lead to distracting conversations and the formation of cliques.

• Tutor selection. Allocating numbers 1–4 or four roles from a novel, historical situation or
chemical reaction to students around the class and then grouping the 1s, 2s, 3s and 4s
together or the roles will ensure a social mix, which may also mean that groups are mixed
ability and mixed gender.

• Organic development. Groups can also be developed organically. Individual thoughts on a
topic are noted down and then shared with a neighbour. This pair then joins another pair to
develop a group that produces the ‘best’ solution to a problem.

• Expert groups. Ask groups of four or five to explore specific questions, with each student
taking responsibility for one of them. After the set time reorganize the groups so that all
the students responsible for question 1 join up, those with the response to question 2 and
so on. This way extensive interaction leads to detailed and deep discussion on particular
topics and produces a consensus of the best views for the group.

• Similarities or differences. Predetermined groups based upon the tutor’s observation of the
roles students play in class, particularly mixing the introvert and extrovert elements, are
also useful in achieving different outcomes. In a geography lesson, grouping students from
similar areas of the locality provides an informed, detailed discussion of local geography,
while music students who study different instruments may benefit from working together
on composition techniques.

Ideas for group work

• Discussion groups. The most common use of group work is to take a topic, issue or text being
discussed and to produce a set of answers to specific questions with all groups following the
same task or the allocation of a particular question for each group.

• Experts. Groups may be given completely different topics or subjects and they will work
over a longer period to become ‘experts’. Their work can then be part of a presentation to
the class or a set of notes for the rest of the class, or the students can be a brains trust
responding to questions by the class. 

• Setting assignments. Having researched an area a group might be asked to produce the title of
an assignment or a list of questions that a second group will answer using the research notes
provided by the first group.

• Other sides of the argument. Groups could be asked to analyse the same situation from
opposing viewpoints, to look at the points for and against a particular strategy, to
undertake a SWOT analysis and explore the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and
threats of a situation or to brainstorm a problem creatively.
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• Visualizers. Students with a preference for a visual approach to their learning might produce
a poster, a storyboard or a brain map. These could lead to presentations or exciting
wall displays.

• Pyramids. Packs of cards on which are written relevant words or ideas can be put into
sequence or order of priority or constructed into a pyramid with the top idea at the apex
and the less important forming the base.

• Sorting. Lists of ideas or words can be sorted into piles and the rationale as well as the
composition of each pile explained, or they can be paired, again with the explanation,
providing the opportunity to make the creative thinking explicit.

• Jigsaws. Missing words can be put into a poem or a piece of prose and a ‘jigsaw’ of lines of a
poem, speeches from Hansard or even the sequence of setting up a spreadsheet can test
students’ understanding of text in a way that the finished article provided on a
handout cannot.

• Circus. Groups can undertake a single task or follow a logical sequence of activities.
They can all do the same task or, as in science practical lessons or PE, there may be several
activities arranged around the room and the groups progress from one to another in the
‘circus’.

• Brainstorming. Group work could be used to encourage creative thought with
‘brainstorming’ rules where no suggestion can be mocked or rejected, or with the blank
sheet of paper where students, at the start of a topic, provide their solution to a problem.

• Examiners. Following individual work or the return of marked assignments, students could
mark each other’s work or discuss the points in the assignments that attracted the
highest marks.

• Hot-seating. Hot-seating has been a technique used in drama to support a student in
developing and maintaining a character. A student sits on the hot seat and the group ask
questions, which the student must answer in character. This approach can be explored in
many other subjects, such as in history where the student is a historical character or a
political movement, in geography where the student is a country at the G7 conference or
even in science where the properties of an element could be put on the hot seat!

Whatever the strategy that is used for organizing the groups the instructions that are given to
them must be clear and the outcomes well defined within explicit time limits. As part of the
‘forming’ process, groups will spend time understanding, redefining and arguing about their task.
Written instructions or a pro forma describing several stages to the task given to each member
of the group or to the chairperson will provide a focus for the discussion and move groups on
quickly. While this process is going on, it is worth while to visit each group to ask if they
understand the task or would like any further explanation or help.

Observation from the edge of the class will then provide time for the groups to go through
the ‘norming’ and ‘storming’ phases with appropriate intervention should either stage appear
to be an end in itself!

Moving towards groups and offering suggestions, even playing one of the roles, is a useful
ploy to keep the group on task. For example, if students are not participating, take over the
role of chairperson and direct questions to all students or ask each to give their views for one
minute with no interruption from the others.

Time limits should be set at the beginning of the session and reminders given to promote a
sense of urgency and purposeful activity.
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Feedback

The nature of feedback from groups is determined by the way in which the groups are
established and the task allocated to them:

• A nominated reporter may provide an oral account of the group discussion.
• Each member of the group may make a contribution in a group presentation.
• A PowerPoint presentation or OHP slides may be the tangible outcome.

Providing variety in methods of feedback is important if the class is not to become bored by the
repetitive nature of many lesson structures where ‘tutor talks; we discuss; then we
report back’.

Maintaining the attention of a group of 20 students while their peers provide feedback
following group work can be difficult unless they are asked to become active listeners:

• Ask for feedback from the groups in an apparently random order so students do not drift
off task while they wait for their turn.

• Providing a pro forma for the listeners to complete using the information or views
presented by their colleagues provides a motivation to listen.

• Ascribing roles to the audience is another way of involving them and developing the
argument further. In a geography lesson, for example, when students are presenting cases
for and against the development of a particular site, the remainder of the class could be
planning officers who must note three positive points and three negative points from each
proposal. This could then provide the basis for an independent assignment or a further
discussion on the way in which different angles of vision produce different constructions
of reality.

Checklist for group work

• Before the lesson:

– Is the room layout appropriate?
– Are the room size and structure appropriate for the activity?
– Is the task clear?
– Have you prepared appropriate pro formas?
– Have you worked out the timing for the lesson?
– Have you worked out the routines or ground rules for the groups?
– Have you prepared additional work for the group that finishes first?
– Will feedback involve all students in active listening?

• During the lesson:

– Do the students know one another?
– Is the group the right size: large enough for development of ideas but small

enough to allow the involvement of all?
– Are ground rules set? Are the groups following them?
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– Are all students on task?
– Are all students involved?
– Is there mutual support within the groups?
– Do students respect the views of others and engage in high-level debate?
– Do all students understand the task and the standard required in the outcome?
– Are students who are ascribed roles undertaking them satisfactorily?
– If students are working outside the classroom are they working purposefully

and safely?
– Are the groups keeping to time?
– Are all students involved in listening to feedback?
– Is sufficient time left for feedback from all groups?
– Is there sufficient time to pull all the points together and to consider what has

been learnt?
– Is the feedback given in the most appropriate way?
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10
Managing coursework and assessment

Lin Le Versha

Coursework

The introduction of Curriculum 2000 has led to the production of coursework in most
subjects. In 1987 school teachers had a similar experience with the move from O levels to
GCSE, so faced many of the issues of managing coursework at that time. Students, although
experienced with GCSE coursework, still experience problems with structuring, planning and
meeting deadlines for completing their coursework. Through careful planning and monitoring
the tutor can alleviate many of the problems associated with its production and assessment.

Planning

Students need the exact requirements of the coursework they are to produce with the
assessment criteria that are to be used. Handouts with the specific objectives, the length of the
assignment required and the criteria for assessing it should be the starting point. A list of dates
with exact requirements at this stage will provide a way of managing the work and break it
down into bite-sized chunks.

Examples of coursework completed the previous year could be shown at this stage,
particularly if they illustrate a range of levels of achievement and different approaches and
ways of presenting the topic. If you are unable to obtain previous assignments, examination
boards publish sample material that will serve the same purpose. Look at their Web site or the
materials they send to the head of department. Group discussions on the way in which each
example meets the assessment criteria are useful and, by role-playing an examiner and seeing
where the marks can be awarded, students are able to understand how their own work will
be assessed.

If the examination board does not prescribe the title and structure of the coursework, the
student could spend an initial period devising a question to answer so that the assignment is
given a focus. As coursework is differentiation by outcome it is essential that at this stage the
tutor should evaluate each title or outline in the light of the student’s ability. Can the less able
student successfully answer the question asked and can the most able achieve the top marks
through this particular investigation?



Monitoring

A list of ‘milestones’ should be given to students and it should be insisted that all are met.
A leisure and tourism tutor produced the information shown in Figure 10.1 for his students.

At the first stage of the work students should be made aware of the range of information,
material and research that should be undertaken. Booklists, lists of Web sites, picture libraries
and places to visit are useful to stimulate activity. A realistic plan from students showing the
structure, the methodology and the style of their coursework will make a good first milestone
and enable the tutor to offer guidance and support.

The collection of data and the personal research undertaken will differ according to the
subject. Lessons on the appropriate methodology and the collection and evaluation of data will
be essential during this initial period if students are to make the most of the limited
time available.

Insist that students hand in each section as agreed on the plan, even if the sections are not
complete or polished. At this stage you can still intervene and help students to become realistic
in meeting their goals. Some students become so overwhelmed by the size of the task and the
quest for perfection that they produce nothing as the task is so daunting.

‘Coursework clinics’ for students needing help and advice can be advertised on the
classroom wall along with the deadlines. One-to-one tutorials following your assessment of
progress at each section will be vital in reinforcing a student’s achievement and encouraging
the less productive.

A monitoring chart could be constructed for each student, plotting progress and setting the
next targets. The chart shown in Table 10.1 has been used for design and technology projects
where the student fills in each week’s work as it is achieved and sets targets for the next. In the
workshop the tutor has time to check on each student’s progress every week.

Final assessment

Experienced tutors stick to deadlines and always publish a final deadline that is well ahead of
that of the examination board. With careful monitoring all students should meet their final
deadline but there are always a few who become overwhelmed and find that their
organizational skills do not match their ambitions. Even at 16–19, students can be urged to
finish their coursework during or after lessons with tutor supervision and support. Even at this
stage, parents’ support may be sought to encourage reluctant students to bring in their work
for assessment.

In the final stages, presentation of the work is a priority. A title page, contents and
bibliography are essential. Clear, well-labelled diagrams, numbered pages with an index, and
accurate spelling and punctuation are small but vital ways of ensuring that your students
aaaaaaaaaa
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Figure 10.1 Information for leisure and tourism students
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Table 10.1 Monitoring chart

achieve the marks they deserve. Work that is presented using IT is easier to read and makes a
better impression on the examiner but students should be careful not to produce pages of
Internet-based information or masses of clever bar charts, pie charts and graphs as page fillers all
presenting the same information.

A ‘dress rehearsal’ assessment will provide the student with the opportunity to improve
presentation or clarify and improve a section of the work. It will also provide you with an
initial opportunity to check that the work can be judged according to the marking criteria and
to nudge borderline students to have a second look at a specific area.

Moderation of coursework between teaching groups is now a routine activity in schools and
colleges. It is useful to discuss students’ coursework with another tutor throughout the process
to ensure that your assessment is in line with the marking criteria and the standards set
by others.
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TASK 10.1

Consider the coursework element in your subject. Produce a planning sheet for
students and a monitoring sheet for the process relevant to your subject.

Checklist for coursework

• Before setting it:

– Is it appropriate?
– What guidance has been given?
– Is it challenging?
– Have you supplied assessment criteria?
– Have you provided deadlines?
– Have you identified milestones for monitoring?

• During its production:

– Have you ensured that each student has developed a realistic question or title?
– Have you discussed sources of information with each student?
– Have you advised on appropriate data collection?
– Do all students understand how to present and set out their work?
– Have you publicized the dates of milestones so you can monitor progress?
– Have you arranged tutorials with all students to discuss their first draft?
– Have you left yourself enough time to mark each piece of work and for

departmental moderation?

Assessment

Assessment is derived from the Latin assidere (to sit beside) and ad sedere (to sit down beside).
The friendly, supportive tone in the origins of ‘assessment’, which suggests a joint activity
between student and tutor, is a long way from the reality our students now experience in the
plethora of formal assessments they face, from baseline assessment, through the National
Curriculum and Curriculum 2000 to their university degrees or qualifications in
the workplace.

The debate on the burden of external assessment of students has raged in the media as those
who have been tested at the Key Stages of the National Curriculum have now completed the
assessment cycle and emerged from the assessment in Curriculum 2000. A student who took
four subjects at AS and three at A2 will have been assessed for 12 modules by written or
practical examination or coursework at the end of Year 12 and nine at the end of Year 13. Key
skills examinations and resitting modules would, of course, be additional.
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It is a vital part of your role to prepare your students for their final assessment through a variety
of assessment techniques.

Why assess?

The first reason to assess your students is diagnostic assessment. You will want to discover what
your students know and understand when they start your course, whether they have learning
difficulties that will require support or whether they will need small group tutorials on
particular issues. Many departments will issue an initial assignment that will provide
information on the students’ prior learning and their particular strengths. In most colleges,
students will be assessed for basic skills. Those with specific learning difficulties will probably
have had them assessed before Year 12 so the purpose of this initial diagnosis is not to select
students—their Year 11 assessments should do that—but to give you an idea of how your
teaching can support the learning of each student in your group.

The following initial assessments are given to students at enrolment and they are asked to bring
the completed assignments to their first lesson a week later. The assignments give the students
a taste of the type of work they will be doing in the subject and provide the tutors with a piece
of work to assess the level of skills of their students. Obviously this is a blunt instrument and it
is meant to provide material for initial discussions rather than an accurate measure of
their ability.

Induction assignment for drama

Write a review of a play that you have seen at the theatre in the last two years:

• Introduce the play with comments on its style and the themes of it. (1 paragraph)
• What style of staging is used? Describe the set and say what is visually effective. (1 or 2

paragraphs) Include a plan of the set.
• What impact do other elements have—lighting? sound? costume? (1 or 2 paragraphs)
• Comment on the performance of up to three roles, saying what impression is created and

how each actor creates it. (3 paragraphs)
• Does it work as a play? (concluding paragraph)

You will need to bring your review to your first drama lesson.

Law diary

Throughout the year we will be following news items of legal interest. As well as making
your studies more interesting, this is an important way of helping you to develop good writing
skills and the ability to analyse and summarize information. This work is done in a law diary.
For this you will need either a separate ring-file or an A4 notebook. Your law diary will be
checked regularly.

The main sources of information for the law diary are the news and features in
newspapers—in particular The Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Guardian and the Independent.
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To start your law diary, find a news item from a newspaper that seems to have some legal
relevance—for example, an account of a legal trial or a report on the sentencing of someone
who has been convicted of an offence. Then:

• Read the article carefully (probably more than once).
• Cut out the article and stick it in your law diary.
• Highlight the most important points in the article.
• Write in your law diary a summary of the article and say what you think of it.

You will be engaged primarily in formative assessment of your students as part of your constant
collection of data on what students have learnt and the way in which they have learnt it. You will
want to know how they have processed new concepts you have taught and whether they can
connect their learning. This form of assessment can be a dynamic learning tool as long as it is
an integral part of the learning process and not an end in itself. Review and feedback are essential
elements of this form of assessment.

The third purpose of assessing students is summative assessment. It is usually graded and
certified and leads to transfer between the various levels in education, for example between
Intermediate and Advanced level, or between education and work. The results of the
assessment are also public so this form of assessment is used to make schools and colleges
accountable and open to scrutiny.

TASK 10.2

• Using the two examples of diagnostic assessment above, evaluate what each would
reveal about a student. What strengths and weaknesses would be evident? Is one
more effective than the other? Why? How would you use the assessments in a
follow-up lesson?

• In your subject what skills, knowledge or understanding would you like to assess
at the start of the course? Design an assignment to do it.

• Consider your most recent assessment. Was it diagnostic, formative or
summative? Was it effective in supporting or summarizing your learning? Discuss
your experience with a partner.

• How does it feel to be assessed? Provide three examples as in Table 10.2,
analysing the type of assessment, your feelings towards it and the way in which it
assessed your learning.

Table 10.2 Feelings on assessment
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How to assess?

A variety of assessment including portfolios, coursework and modular assessment has,
according to Black (1998:101), ‘enriched the approaches to testing by breaking away from the
dominance of the single terminal test and by promoting a widening of the range of pupils’
characteristics that can be assessed and tested’. Black applauds the variety of summative
assessments that are now available to us but it is in our classrooms that this range of approaches
can provide us with information to develop our teaching and to extend our students’ learning.

Essays explore individual students’ understanding of complex issues and demand that they
should develop an argument or display their reasoning but marking or grading is not as reliable
as objective testing. Types of essays include:

• quotes or statements followed by ‘Discuss’;
• a topic or area to describe, explain or compare and contrast;
• essays beginning with ‘Analyse’ or ‘Evaluate’;
• ‘Imagine you are…’—empathizing with a person or situation;
• a scaffolding essay suggesting how the student should structure the argument;
• interpretation of pictures or data.

Practical assessments require students to exhibit a skill, perform a task or display a level of
competency. Students with more active learning styles prefer this mode of assessment but, as
it usually takes a long period of time to assess the whole group as individuals or part of a team,
some form of recording such as audiotaping or video will enable standardization to be
undertaken in areas such as:

• orals—students make presentations or respond to questions based on a project or on their
knowledge and understanding;

• performance—practical work in a laboratory, or a drama or music studio, observed
and graded;

• presentation by individual students or a group.

Project work or coursework is the result of extended, individual work in which feedback during the
process can play a major part. Students may be assessed individually or as part of a group. It is
usually assessed and moderated without the student present and it can include:

• exhibition of student work;
• sketch books, logbooks or diaries analysing and evaluating the learning process;
• long essays, videos, models and artefacts.

Objective tests provide the most reliable way of assessment. A student’s knowledge is tested but
little opportunity for constructive feedback is provided. Such tests may be:

• multiple choice;
• right or wrong, true or false;
• short answers;
• filling in the space;
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• matching two lists.

In selecting a form of assessment the following should be borne in mind. The assessment
should be:

• Valid. It should assess what the students can do or exhibit their learning and understanding.
• Transparent. The task should be clear and understood by all students. The briefing notes or

session should include the purpose of the assessment, the criteria against which it will be
assessed and the deadline(s) that should be met.

• Fair. All students in the group should be able to complete it regardless of their experience
or ability. It may be differentiated by outcome or within its structure but this should be
clear in the directions for its completion.

• Challenging. The students should not only have their existing knowledge and understanding
tested but they should be challenged by the assignment to develop their thinking further
and to explore new ground.

• Summative or formative? It should be clear whether the piece of work is intended to develop
student learning as a part of the study of a topic or whether it is testing the achievement of
the student at the end of the topic.

Types of assessment

Your assignment has been set, your students have completed it and now all you need to do is
assess it. There are three main approaches to assessment well described by researchers
(Freeman and Lewis, 1998; Black, 1998): norm-referenced, criterion-referenced and
ipsative assessment.

Norm-referenced assessment is similar to a race. In a race all those who compete are compared
against each other with all the competitors put into a rank order. The statistical model of the
bell-shaped curve is usually produced when this method of assessing assignments is used (see
Figure 10.2).

Figure 10.2 Bell-shaped curve
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There are few students who achieve the top marks or grades, with a similar number who
achieve the lowest grades and the majority bunching together in the middle.

Criterion-referenced assessment involves measuring the performance of a student against
standards that are predetermined and are transparent, explicit and known by the student and
tutor. AS, A2 and VCE examinations are based upon this method with published criteria for
achievement of each grade. This means that when students produce their coursework they are
able to write it with the criteria alongside and consider what they must do to achieve an A
grade, a B grade and so on. The students’ learning is then linked directly with the assessment.
They see what will earn them the greatest credit so they learn it, and where the greatest
number of marks may be obtained so they concentrate on that section and include more
material in it.

In terms of the race image, an athlete who is going to compete in the 100-metre dash has a
very different training regime from one who is going to run a marathon. In the same way,
students knowing the nature of the ‘race’ they are entering are able to prepare for it
accordingly. It is essential that the criteria are shared with students so that they can perform to
the best of their ability.

Criterion-referenced assessment allows the tutor to give detailed, formative feedback,
which is usually acted upon, as students can see the point of the suggestions and the way in
which it will improve their performance. Statistically this method is not based on a normal
distribution as students achieve the grade the standard of their work determines so they could
all pass with high A, B and C grades as their final grade does not depend on how well they do
in comparison with others. An example of the assessment criteria that are provided by the
examination boards (see Figure 10.3) shows exactly how a piece of coursework will be
assessed against the criteria.

Ipsative assessment shows how well a student has performed against his/her previous efforts.
As athletes, for example, may only be interested in timing their races against a clock rather
than against others so students may be interested in achieving marks, grades or targets set
specifically for them. Achieving 80 per cent in one test and 85 per cent in the next will plot the
development of the student and bear no relation to others in the group. This type of
assessment is based upon careful tutoring and target setting and helps the student to become
self-critical and motivated.

Assessing the learning process

All the examples above describe ways of assessing a finished product or assignment. Formative
assessment with constructive feedback is essential if students are to improve their learning.
Rather than waiting for the final piece there are many ways to assess the process:

• Short sections of assignments. Instead of waiting until the final piece of coursework thuds on to
your desk, get students to submit it in sections, which you can read and on which you can
provide feedback for improvement. This way you can ensure that they are actually working
on it and help them to organize their time and what may initially appear to be a mammoth
task by breaking it down into small pieces.

• Notes. Ask students to hand in their notes for you to see. You can assess whether they have
included the right information, comment on the way in which they have made their notes
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• Student files. Tutors are often amazed that some students pass any examinations when they
look at the state of their files of notes and handouts. A regular ‘file check’, where you make
sure that they have the right notes and handouts in the right place can provide students with
a regular reminder that success in study is often based on effective organization.

• Annotated texts. For subjects such as English, students are able to take their set texts into the
examination room with them. Following discussion of the way in which to annotate the text
using coloured pens and symbols, the annotated text could be given in for assessment so
that the extent of the annotations can be assessed.

• Diaries and logs. In many subjects diaries or logs may be used to ensure that students in
economics or law, for example, are reading up-to-date information on their subject from
newspapers and journals. Articles are stuck in and commented upon by students. In art,
media studies and drama, similar logs record the creative process as students describe their
research and the development of their ideas, and evaluate their final product. In some
subjects these logs are assessed as part of the examination; in others it is a way of
developing the creative understanding of the student. Regular assessment of progress in these
logs will ensure that students are spending time in research and thought, provide them with
status and enable you to intervene when students need encouragement or support.

• Draft plans and assignments. Too often we give students an essay title and walk away. They may
have little idea how to complete the assignment, how much they should produce or what
they should include. Scaffolding or sample plans will help them face the blank sheet of
paper and if you assess their initial plans and draft then you can provide feedback at a very
early stage and have a positive effect on their learning.

• Reviews. Short reviews of plays, films, television programmes and documentaries, CDs,
books or a series of articles will provide breadth to a student course and ensure that
students are exploring a variety of stimulating sources.

Feedback

Giving appropriate feedback on an assignment is essential if students are to learn and improve
their performance. It is natural to look at the final mark or grade and ignore the painstaking
notes that you have provided in the margins and at the end of their work. A tutorial with the
student going over the points made will reinforce them and answer questions that the student
may have. Paired discussions where students read the work and comments and pick out the
most important three points for their partner are a fruitful exercise with students who know
each other well. Whatever your strategy for digesting the feedback, the way in which you
produce the feedback is vital if it is to inform learning:

• Relevant. First of all it must be relevant to the assessment criteria and to the student.
Link the comments to the explicit criteria and make them personally relevant to the
student’s performance and the effort made.

• Evaluative. The comments should encourage students to evaluate their own work and
provide them with a vocabulary and a willingness to become self-evaluative, thus engaging
them in their own learning. You could ask students to assess their own work against the
assessment criteria before handing it to you for your assessment.
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• Question. The use of questions will open a dialogue between you and students and show
them that there is not always a final or indeed right answer to a question. The questions can
be discussed in the tutorial or in group discussion.

• Next time. The feedback you provide should encourage students to take action, to improve
that area of their work, to pursue a new line of research or thought or to produce the
assignment in a different way. It is only through your comments that they can develop their
approach to the assignments and their learning. They should be able to formulate an action
plan of two or three clear actions that they will take before handing in the next assignment.
It may be useful for them to produce this plan so that you can see whether your comments
have really been as clear as you intended.

Feedback sheets

An alternative to ‘bleeding’ all over a student’s work is to use a feedback form. This will have
the effect of structuring your thinking as you assess the work, and enable you to formulate a
clear action plan with the student. The sociology essay skills sheet shown in Figure 10.4 uses
questions for the tutor to answer and gives evidence to the student of the way in which the
essay has been assessed. This means that the student can immediately see the thin areas or holes
and concentrate on those in a second draft or the next essay. The second part is completed by
the student so that the dialogue between tutor and student has a sharp focus and the student
learns to become self-evaluative. For some essays, the student will complete the entire sheet with
the tutor adding comments.

This type of marking sheet does take time to complete but it does have a direct effect on
improving student performance and demands that the tutor should consider exactly why a
piece of work has been assessed to meet a certain standard or grade. It may, therefore, be
better for tutors to give students fewer essays that are properly assessed, interspersed with
shorter, process tasks, than to give a large number of essays that are returned to the student
with cursory comments and a grade.

Another approach, used by a VCE tutor, is to give the students A4 feedback sheets (see
Figure 10.5) following the first draft of their coursework. This is completed by the students
following discussion with the tutor. The students fill in what they need to do, in their own
language, and they make the decision for themselves on how they wish to develop their work.
The tutor ensures that students are on the right track and records the date that tutor and
student have agreed for the work to be handed in.

Timing

The timing of assignments and the length of time it takes the tutor to assess them are also
important in improving learning and motivation. Assignments should be relevant and obviously
related to the topic or area of study, and the purpose of them should be transparent and shared
with students. Deadlines should be clear, well publicized and adhered to by all students.
Procedures for negotiations of an extension of the deadline should be made clear and followed.
Students of 16–19 years have a strong sense of what is fair and if they have made great efforts
to meet a deadline only to hear their tutor say ‘OK, bring it in sometime next week’ to a
student who has failed to organize their work then they are quite right in expressing
their indignation!
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Figure 10.4 Essay skills sheet

 

Figure 10.5 Feedback sheet

Similarly if a student has been given a deadline to produce an assignment then we should be
committed to return a marked assignment at the stated time. College charters usually
incorporate a comment such as: ‘An assignment handed in on time should be marked and
returned to the student within 10 working days. The tutor will announce the time-scale for
marking longer pieces of coursework when it is completed and this commitment will be
adhered to.’
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Student surveys within subjects or across the college will test whether this standard is met,
as the prompt return of work is essential if students are to be motivated and to learn from the
experience of completing the assignment.

Recording

Whatever the method of assessment, the results of student performance should be
systematically and meticulously recorded. These results may be used as evidence to report on
students’ progress, to predict their performance in examinations or to provide information for
individual support or for disciplinary procedures.

Checklist for assessment

• Before administering the assessment:

– Is the assessment appropriate?
– Does it come at the right point in the course?
– Is it summative or formative?
– How will the outcome affect your teaching?
– If it is diagnostic, what does it diagnose?
– What is the expected end product?
– How long will it take you to complete the assessment?
– How will it be assessed: norm-referenced, criterion-referenced or ipsative?

• During the assessment process:

– Have you shared the purpose of the assessment with your students?
– Do they understand the criteria you will use to assess them?
– How will you assess absent students?
– Do students have sufficient time to complete it to the desired standard?
– Are students aware of the significance of the assessment? What will happen if

they fail?
– Is feedback positive?
– Does it provide a plan of action?
– Is the work marked and handed back promptly?

Managing coursework and assessment has taken on greater importance in Curriculum 2000.
The range of assessment methods and the inclusion of coursework in many more subjects mean
that post-16 tutors are able to play a much greater role in the examination experience of their
students. Tutors are able to guide students to select activities appropriate to their ability and in
line with their strengths. Tutors are able to support students through the process of learning to
a much greater extent than they were able to in preparing for the end-of-course examinations
of the previous A level system.
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Departments have set up a dialogue about the management of learning and assessment as
they have offered their students the opportunity of having the process of their learning assessed
as well as its outcomes in the final examinations. For many tutors, who may have taught the
same syllabus as they followed themselves as sixth formers, the introduction of Curriculum
2000 has been a wonderful opportunity to examine their practice and to develop it, and any
initiative that encourages teachers to talk about ways of improving learning must be good!
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11
Dealing with individual needs within the classroom

Jeanne Holloway

My principal weakness was a poor memory for words and texts.
(Albert Einstein)

If we are to teach students and not just subjects then it is apparent that every student has a special
need. We all have individual needs or styles of learning and these also determine the teaching
style of teachers, which will inevitably have an influence on students’ learning. As teachers we
must create opportunities for all students to have access to learning whatever their cultural and
social background, gender, physical or mental health challenges, specific learning difficulties or
past learning experiences.
The move to inclusive learning (Tomlinson, 1996) places responsibility for individual learning
needs in the hands of all teachers, not just those with special responsibility for learning
support. It also emphasizes the importance of the learning environment and building support
for the individual into the teaching methodology and the resources we use.

Central to the thinking of the Tomlinson Report is the view that:

put simply we want to avoid a viewpoint which locates the difficulty or deficit with the
student and focus instead on the capacity of the educational institution to understand
and respond to the individual learner’s requirement. This means that we must move
away from labelling the student and towards creating an appropriate educational
environment; concentrate on understanding better how people learn so that they can
better be helped to learn; and see people with disabilities and/or learning difficulties
first and foremost as learners.

As a result of inclusive learning, inspection has as its focus learning and the effectiveness of the
learning process. Learning support will no longer be inspected as part of the territory of the
learning support tutors but it will be observed in all classrooms. Inspectors will observe the
experiences of individual students, the range of provision and the support for them, as well as
course content. They will report on how well teaching and training meet both individuals’
needs and course and programme requirements. They will evaluate and report on the extent to
which learners, irrespective of their age, gender, race, ethnicity, learning difficulty or
disability, acquire knowledge and skills.



Inspectors will explore how information on the individual needs of students is used in
lessons, materials and providing effective additional support. The tutor then becomes a
facilitator of learning—a resource for learning rather than solely a ‘chalk and talk’ educator
who has all the answers. We need to help students to manage their own learning through
learning how to learn.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 demands that disabled people should have the same
opportunities as non-disabled people within education and this includes post-16 education.
The Act makes it unlawful for a responsible body to discriminate against a disabled person.
‘A disabled person’ is someone who has a physical or mental impairment and this includes
sensory impairments and also hidden impairments (for example, mental illness or mental
health problems, learning difficulties, dyslexia and conditions such as diabetes or epilepsy). It
is our responsibility to ensure that all students, including those with disabilities, have equal
access to learning. If you look at the statistics of students in higher education with disabilities,
you will appreciate how much provision for them in further education is needed.

Skills needs within the classroom

The inspection focus includes ‘whether students have enough time to practise and develop
their skills’. Both teachers and learners need to get out of the SACK by approaching learning
with these questions in mind:

• What Skills are needed?
• What Attitudes are to be developed?
• What Concepts are to be understood?
• What Knowledge is to be gained?

How do I become ‘skills aware’?

It is important to know what strengths and weaknesses all students bring to the learning
situation with regard to the skills that are essential for effective learning in your subject. For
those with disabilities, however, a skills deficit, either as a result of the disability or simply as a
result of a lack of skills awareness, could be considered to place the student at a substantial
disadvantage. It is important to anticipate some possible needs with regard to skills. For example,
we may reasonably anticipate that there will be a diversity of reading speeds within a class.
We may further reasonably anticipate that those with sight impairment, epilepsy and dyslexia
will be amongst the group of students with a slower reading speed. We must ensure that we
do not treat those with disabilities less favourably, so what can we do? First of all it is important
for the teacher to be aware of the skills demanded by the tasks that are set.

TASK 11.1

Consider a lesson you have set students in one of your classes. For the areas below,
indicate the current level of your skill in each:
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We will return to this checklist at the end of the chapter.
Write down a task that you have recently set for your students. Brainstorm for just two

minutes the skills that would be demanded by that task.

It is important to be aware of the skill demands of the task you set. Some students may have
the knowledge but not the skills to undertake a task. It is only by being aware of the skills
students need to complete a task that we can help them to access learning effectively.

If a student does not hand in a piece of coursework, how do you check if it is due to a lack
of skills? The student may wish to undertake the task but not know how to:

• understand concepts such as ‘describe’, ‘outline’, ‘justify’, ‘evaluate’;
• make useful notes;
• incorporate notes into the assignment;
• plan and time-budget;
• break down the task into manageable parts;
• find relevant information;
• understand the required writing genre;
• understand technical terms used;
• understand what the task requires.

You could use the above list as a student checklist and ask your students to rate on a one-to-
five scale how confident they feel with each aspect of the task you have set. You may think of
some more ideas and extend the list. You will then have a whole-class view with regard to
adapting your teaching and learning strategies. One teacher, for example, used this idea and
found that many students did not understand the concepts or the technical vocabulary so he set
up some lunchtime workshops on ‘language’ to address this need.

What we want to see is the learner in pursuit of knowledge and not knowledge in pursuit
of the learner.

(George Bernard Shaw)

Now, look back at your brainstorm of skills above; compare it with this history teacher’s
‘skills brainstorm’:

Selecting, rejecting, surveying, searching, categorizing, sequencing, modelling,
summarizing, comparison, analysis, identification of main ideas and supporting details,

DEALING WITH INDIVIDUAL NEEDS 135



recognition of main ideas, recognition of cause-and-effect relationships, interpretation
of directions, following sequences of events, critical comprehension through
recognition of author’s intent and attitude, bias and use of propaganda, appreciating
ideas and emotions, interpreting pictorial materials, judging diction, tone and style.
Affective comprehension through recognizing one’s own intellectual and emotional
response to the reading, recognition of the significance of headings, subheadings and
summary paragraphs. Reading between and beyond the lines with regard to
predication, inference of detail and cause and effect. Effective and efficient note
making, selective copying, note organization through the use of selected, appropriate
headings and subheadings, editing, drafting, proofreading, planning, time budgeting.
Appropriate writing skills—grammar, punctuation, spelling skills, the skills of
skimming, scanning and selective, intensive reading.

Phew!
As you can see there is a multitude of skill demands for all students yet those with defined

disabilities and disorders may experience greater difficulty than others in acquiring necessary
skills. Thinking about skill demands helps us to adapt our teaching and learning strategies in
order to accommodate the needs of all students. There is a place in all subjects for skills
teaching specific to that subject.

How do we raise student awareness that learning concerns developing skills as
well as learning facts?

The following ideas can encourage whole-class involvement in thinking about learning. As a
classroom task:

1. Prepare a list of the skills that are essential for effective learning in your subject area.
2. Undertake a whole-class brainstorm with regard to skills.
3. Ask the class to call out the skills needed in your subject area.
4. Write them on the board.
5. Compare the brainstorm with your list.
6. How ‘skills aware’ are the students? Do you need to have ‘skills awareness’ workshops in

which you show students how to, for example: make notes, organize facts, justify points,
write a persuasive essay, critically analyse?

Use your list of essential skills as a student questionnaire and ask the students to rate on a one-
to-five scale how confident they feel they are with regard to these skills. This can help you
prioritize whole-class skills needs. For example, one history class teacher at a sixth form
college found that 92 per cent of the A level history students did not feel confident with using
the library or with research writing. The librarian organized some library-skills-based lessons
for the students, and the teacher provided workshops that involved looking at writing
frameworks and the use of language in an ‘ideal’ piece of research.

You may also help your students to link the skills needed in your subject to others by the
following activity:

1. Divide the class into five groups.
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2. Give each group a sheet of A3 paper and ask them to write down skills needed from one
of their other subject areas in large print.

3. Pin the sheets up around the room.
4. Discuss the skills. Are there skills common to two or more subjects? How easy was it to

think about skills?
5. Did the students have difficulty with distinguishing between knowledge and skills? Are

they aware that some skills are transferable across the subject boundaries?
6. How diverse are the perceived skills needs?
7. Discuss how the students might transfer the skills from one subject to another.

The development of student skills can be supported by skill-based marking of assessments.
Look at a recent set of assignments you have marked and ask yourself these questions:

• How many of the comments are related to study-skills-based needs?
• Having identified skill deficits, how are the students going to develop and practise

those skills?
• Do some students have far greater skills needs than the others?
• Do they have an identified special need?
• Is there a need for referral for additional support?

In one set of marking a teacher had written ‘a need for essay structure’ on six different
assignments. By providing a small group lunchtime workshop on essay structure the students
were able to learn about essay structure for that subject.

Another teacher identified a small group of students who needed to learn how to read and
make notes rather than try to trust everything to memory. She practised this skill with the
small group of students within the classroom at a time when the remainder of the class broke
into groups in order to discuss, research a topic or watch an extract from a video.

How can I assess the diversity of needs within the classroom with regard to the
basic skills needed for effective learning?

These simple, whole-class assessments are intended to alert you to the diversity of needs
within the classroom as a whole. They will provide useful information with regard to teaching
and planning. They may also reveal students who need to be referred to the learning support
coordinator for additional support as many may have masked difficulties through the use
of technology.

The procedure is to give the whole class some or all of the following basic assessment tasks,
depending on how much information you already have with regard to skills needs. For
example, if you do not ask students to copy from the board, do not assess this. The tasks do
not have to be undertaken in one session; they could be a warm-up part of lessons.
The students should be put at ease by being told that the assessments are to help you in
teaching and planning future lessons. All students should take part, even those already
diagnosed as having a specific learning difficulty, as this will enable you to have a broad view of
the students’ reading and writing speeds, ability to copy from the board and put thoughts on
paper as well as on their handwriting abilities.
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By appraising each of the assessment tasks undertaken you will be aware of the diversity of
basic skills needs within the class.

The tasks involved are:

• copying from the board;
• making notes from a page of text;
• taking notes from a lecture;
• reading a piece of set text for one minute and underlining the place that they have read to

by the end of the minute;
• a spelling test of subject-related words essential for effective learning;
• a piece of free writing to assess quality of handwriting, use of vocabulary, spelling and

awareness of grammar.

Copying from the board

Ask students to copy notes from the board for five minutes. The notes should be typical of
those that you might present in the normal lesson. Take all student notes in for assessment
after the set time:

• How effective are their copying skills?
• Did all students manage to copy the notes?
• How useful would their attempt be when needing the copying for homework or revision?

Teacher tips:

• To make the copying task easier, use clear lower-case print.
• Use different coloured pens every three or four lines to make location easier.
• Number points.
• Draw frames around specific points.
• Underline key points.
• Have handouts available for those who may need them to supplement their efforts as they

are developing the skill of copying.

Question: is the copying really necessary? Could a handout have provided a basis for discussing
the information rather than a copying activity?

Making notes from a page of text

Give students a page of text from which you would normally expect them to make notes on
key points. Allow 10 minutes. Take the notes in. If students are not making effective notes
from a page of text, they are often just copying out the information that is already presented. 

Teacher tips:

• Give them a set of ‘ideal’ notes to look at and with which to compare their own attempt.
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• Assess who needs to be told how to take notes, when to take notes and why it is important
to take notes.

• The type of note taking will depend on the subject, the student preference and knowledge
with regard to how they take notes.

• Show students how to highlight specific key points. Have they noted main points?
• Show them how to recognize and number significant points.
• Show them how to make a spider diagram and flow chart.
• Tell them to use different-coloured pens. For example, students could be encouraged to

write ‘cause’ issues in one colour and ‘effect’ issues in another.

Taking notes from a lecture

Tell the students that you will be giving a 10-minute lecture-type lesson to begin the session
and that you would like them to make notes of key points for revision purposes. Take the
notes in for assessment.

Teacher tips:

• Assess how effective the notes would be in a week, a month or a year’s time.
• Discuss this with the students.
• Give the notes back a few weeks later. Ask them to assess the effectiveness of their notes at

this later date. Discuss what they need to do to improve these skills.

Reading a piece of set text

By looking at how much of the text each student has read in a given time you can become
aware of the diverse range of reading speeds there are in any one class. This enables you to
allow time for all to finish reading.

Give each student a piece of text that you would normally hand out for classroom reading
and discussion. Tell the students that you want them to read it through from the beginning in a
set time (five minutes). At the end of the given time ask them to draw a bold line indicating
where they have reached. Take in the papers to assess the diversity of reading speeds within the
whole class. To check understanding, ask the students to note the main points with regard to
what they have read on a different sheet of paper or have a class discussion.

Assess the different reading speeds. How many students did not read more than one
paragraph? How many completed the reading?

Teacher tips:

• Students often have to be directly taught how to read for study purposes. Tell them how to
use flexible reading strategies by:

– first reading the headings and subheadings;
– then reading the first sentence followed by reading the summary;
– skimming and scanning the text to get the gist and then intensively reading the

key concepts.
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• If the brain is prepared for the content in this way the reading speed and comprehension
will increase. Tell the students to read with highlighter in hand as a rule rather than
an exception.

• Practise skimming and scanning for specific words in order to develop flexible reading
strategies rather than a rote, mechanical approach that gives equal emphasis to each word.

A spelling test of subject words that are essential for effective study in
your subject area

Select 15 to 20 words essential for effective learning in your subject area.
Tips for teachers:

• Have essential words on a wall chart.
• Encourage students to write the words that have been spelt incorrectly on a Post-it so that

it can be transferred from folder to folder and on to the side of the computer screen where
necessary as a constant visual reminder.

• Retest errors—make spelling important to the students.
• Suggest mnemonics for essential words in order to aid memory. For example, a business

studies teacher taught the word ‘accommodation’ with the mnemonic ‘a cold caravan or
magnificent mansion’ as it was the two c’s and two m’s that caused the most problems.

If there are more than 5 per cent spelling errors or if spelling errors are so bizarre that they
would mar meaning then you should refer the student to the learning support department

A timed piece of free writing

This can take just five minutes if prior to the task there has been discussion and time to think
about what the student will write about. A free writing task can reveal:

• difficulties with spelling;
• use of vocabulary;
• speed of writing;
• ability to collect thoughts together and get ideas on paper.

With the use of the word processor we may often be unaware of individual difficulties unless
we assess some writing by hand. All students will have to write their examinations by hand
even though their coursework may be word-processed.

• Does the student have difficulty getting ideas on to paper?
• Does the percentage of spelling errors indicate a need for referral or advice to the learning

support coordinator?
• If the writing is illegible, will the student need to use a laptop in the classroom?
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How does a learner that has a skill deficit in all or any of the above areas feel?

TASK 11.2

Let us experience what it feels like to have problems with these basic areas of learning.
Read this aloud as quickly as you can:

Un derst an ding one spref er red learn in gsty lehas man y be ne fit sit hel psu sunder
stand o ura reasof we akne ssesgi vin gust heop port unity tow orkon be com in gm orepro
fic ien tint he ot hermodes an dith elpsus real izeour stren gthsw hich mig ht bead van
tageou sin sit uati on s suc has deci din gup on o ur fut u re car e ers.
Write down one word that describes how you would feel if this was always the only
way and speed that you could read.

Now, copy out these two sentences as quickly as you can: ‘Take the xcvzyrsy and
dhgtwsmk and mix. Leave to gtywrcvz for five minutes. Then take the kwvcxy and gfdhjk
and add them to the xcvzyrsy and dhgtwsmk solution.’ Now copy these two sentences
with the hand that you do not normally write with: ‘Has the resulting nkgyuqals changed
ptysxvcz? What lktynvcdz has taken place?’ How did you feel?

Words that others have used following the same exercises have included ‘frustrated’, ‘useless’,
‘humiliated’, ‘disappointed’, ‘surprised’, ‘embarrassed’.
Unless we recognize and incorporate the individual needs of students within our classroom
teaching, they may spend their entire education feeling as you did. Their self-esteem will be
low and they will lose their confidence in learning. Whilst these students may have additional
support, their needs must also be met within each lesson in the classroom where most of their
education takes place.

Preferred learning styles and preferred teaching styles

Preferred learning styles

There are striking differences in the way each individual takes in and processes information
and, to improve their learning, students need to understand their individual learning style.
Teachers also need to be aware of the preferred learning styles of their students and how these
styles are suited to the subject taught. It is often students who have command of a broad range
of learning styles who are the most effective learners for they have learnt how to learn.

Through understanding preferred learning styles we move the educational focus from the
teacher back to the learner. Preferred learning styles, however, should not be used to
stereotype or segregate learners. For example, many students with disabilities or disorders
may have to access learning in defined ways such as having a personal reader or tape recorder,
or receiving handouts in advance. Their access to learning must be treated with respect and
sensitivity as this is their only learning style. Many learning disabled students do, however, use
inappropriate learning strategies and, by introducing them to a range of learning techniques,
we allow them to experience a positive approach to learning.
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In understanding learning styles it is important to look at our preferred teaching style and
assess if it is appropriate both to the changing needs of the student of the 21st century and also
to the individual needs of each student. The student of today has grown up with the new media
of films, television, videos, video games and CDs. This means that many do not enjoy passive
learning. They learn best through interacting with their learning rather than through ‘chalk and
talk’ teaching.

Learning styles are influenced by perceptual preferences with regard to learning. For example,
visual learners have a visual preference for learning. They learn most effectively through
written information such as handouts, diagrams, pictures, charts, information leaflets and
posters. They may prefer to take notes even if handouts are provided.

Auditory learners learn most effectively through auditory stimuli—through the spoken
word, by listening, reading aloud, taping notes.

Physical/tactile/kinaesthetic learners learn most effectively through being actively engaged in
hands-on activities. They learn through practice and imitation. They will prefer to learn by
doing something active with information, such as rewriting their notes. They will prefer lessons
where they can move around and not have to sit for too long.

The head cannot take in more than the seat can endure.
(Winston Churchill)

Students who can engage all of these perceptual preferences are said to be using a multi- sensory
approach to their learning. A multisensory approach can maximize the potential for learning.
Many students with learning-related disabilities depend upon a multisensory approach in order
to access learning, particularly those with dyslexia.

It is also important to understand learners’ preferences with regard to the ways that they
process information. Global learners like to have the whole picture before the individual pieces
of information fall into place. They link ideas and information through an internalized
conceptual map as they make connections between pieces of information. They have a
‘right-brain’ preference for learning. The right hemisphere of the brain specializes in
visual-spatial and holistic processes. Those with dyslexia usually have a global learning
preference. Linear learners process information best through steps that follow a logical sequence.
They like a step-by-step build-up of information to analyse and process sequentially. They have
a ‘left-brain’ preference for learning.

Preferred teaching styles

How we approach our teaching will depend upon our prior knowledge and skills, our
motivation, our preferred teaching styles and our ability to anticipate the needs of all students.
It will also depend upon the institutional context within which we teach as well as upon our
own preferred learning styles. 
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TASK 11.3

• Write down the learning styles that you accommodated in your last lesson and
explain how you did so.

• What can you do to extend your range of teaching styles in your next lesson?

Compare your answers with the checklist below:

• I have asked students about their preferred learning styles.
• I have observed preferred learning styles.
• I help students extend their range of learning styles.
• I have introduced a variety of approaches students may use for set tasks.
• I explain the whole task and the intended outcome clearly.
• I help students break down large tasks into smaller chunks.
• I use auditory and visual stimuli with each lesson.
• I provide computerized instruction for students outside of the classroom.
• I include discussion and group work within each lesson.
• I encourage students to interact with text through highlighting main points.
• I assess students’ abilities to make and take notes.
• I provide examples of ‘good’ notes.
• I provide writing frames to show students the language and structure features of the

subject genre.

Teaching that uses a variety of approaches to intellectual study that extend, supplement
or replace traditional styles can increase student opportunity for learning. Teaching the
student to take a problem solving approach to learning as they think about learning
promotes life long learning. Give the students the opportunity to reflect on strengths
and weaknesses in order to monitor and enhance learning…

Education is an activity of mind, not a curriculum to be delivered.
(Fisher, 1998:140, 142)

Students with professionally diagnosed individual needs

‘Name the condition; do not label the student.’ Students with professionally diagnosed
individual needs are not ‘dyslexics’ or ‘epileptics’; they are ‘students with dyslexia’ or
‘students with epilepsy’. This piece of advice, given to me many years ago, has always
reminded me to keep the person, not the disability, disorder or challenge, uppermost in mind
when teaching. It has also reminded me to have high expectations and respect for
each individual.

The needs of students with special educational needs must be met through good practice
within the classroom as well as through any additional support that is in place that they will
accept. We must ‘see people with disabilities and/or learning difficulties first and foremost as
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learners’ (Tomlinson, 1996). The attitude of students with special educational needs
with regard to accepting additional support will depend on their past experiences. They may
have felt humiliated or resentful at having additional support. Their special need may have
been just recently diagnosed, perhaps whilst at college. They may not understand how their
special need affects their ability or style of learning. They may not have been offered additional
support They may refuse additional help within the college and, if so, will depend on teaching
styles that incorporate their needs within the classroom. Learning support must be built into
classroom practice.

How do I find out about these students’ needs within the classroom?

The learning support coordinator will have a list of individual students’ needs. It may be on the
special needs staffroom noticeboard. Seek out this information and highlight in your register the
names of students with identified special needs. Many coordinators will also have prepared
‘Implications for learning within the subject area’ sheets, which outline how the disability will
affect their learning, for example:

Jo is dyslexic. He should not be asked to read aloud as this stresses him. He uses a
laptop as his writing is illegible, and he will rely on clear handouts. He cannot copy
accurately from the board due to his poor visual short-term memory. He has difficulties
identifying errors on the computer screen and needs to print out work in order to
correct it. He needs a tinted background for teacher-constructed Web site materials.
Avoid the need to scroll when producing Web sites. Use large, clear font. His verbal
and comprehension skills are accelerated. He has 25 per cent extra time in exams.

Many students will have special examination provisions such as extra time, a scribe, a prompt
or breaks within the paper to aid concentration. Note this information and the implications for
coursework, classroom tests and marking.

TASK 11.4

Think back to the last class you taught. Answer these questions:

• Were you aware of students identified as having a special educational need?
• How did you get this information?
• What were the implications for your teaching?
• How many students in your last class were dyslexic?
• How many had other learning-related disorders or disabilities?
• How many had additional support?
• What form did the additional support take?
• Did you need to refer any students for additional support?
• Did you know the procedures for referral for additional support?
• How did you facilitate learning for each individual student within the class?
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Good practice guidelines for students with professionally identified individual
needs

It would not be possible to cover more than a limited range of needs within the context of this
chapter. I have, therefore, confined the following to some conditions that I have personally
encountered and taught within the last educational year. The implications for teaching are by
no means exhaustive. Add some more ideas to each section.

Dyslexia

Dyslexia is a complex neurological condition that is constitutional in origin. It is a
lifelong condition but the symptoms may diminish over time as various coping
strategies are taken on board. The symptoms may affect many areas of learning and
function, and may be described as a specific difficulty in reading, spelling and written
language. One or more of these areas may be affected. Numeracy, notational skills
(music), motor function and organisational skills may also be affected. However it is
particularly related to mastering written language, although oral language may be
affected to some degree.

(Crisfield, 1996)

Those with dyslexia are often articulate and display their knowledge well through verbalizing.
It is the mismatch between this ability and their poor spelling and reading fluency and accuracy
abilities that alert us to the specific need.
For example, a student recently read the word ‘diver’ for driver’, ‘bread’ for beard’ and
‘internal’ for ‘interview’. The same student spelt ‘rember’ for ‘remember’, ‘scense’ for
‘science’ and ‘hoover’ for ‘however’. As students with dyslexia need to ‘read back’ in order to
remember what they have written, they often miss sentence boundaries. Look out for this
verbal and written ‘mismatch’ within the classroom as many students are identified as being
dyslexic for the first time whilst at college.

Some implications for teaching

Students with dyslexia may have difficulty in copying from the board, reading aloud,
skimming and scanning, spelling and making notes. They may tire easily. Many need to word-
process their work. Many need ‘Read/Write’ computer programs. Do not ask them to read
aloud unless this has been agreed with the student. Do not expect them to silent-read for long
periods as this activity stimulates the visual channel only. Do not expect accurate reading aloud
to mean that comprehension has taken place as the act and effort of decoding each word
mechanically can impair comprehension. Do not correct each spelling; choose a few target
words to focus upon and encourage the use of a spell check. If spellings are so bizarre that they
mar meaning, ask the student to write on every other line so that you can give the correct
word clearly. Do correct in a pen of another colour. Agree on a marking strategy so that the
student knows what to expect. Check that verbal instructions for homework are
read correctly.

Encourage students with dyslexia to use highlighters, which may mean providing them with
their own personal copies of texts. Help them with self-organization and planning. Those with
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dyslexia have difficulties sequencing ideas in writing; they will be helped by mind mapping in
order to plan, and through the provision of writing frameworks that give them a ‘sentence
starter’ for each paragraph. A mind map involves putting the central idea in the middle of a piece
of paper and then extending it with subsections of related ideas before deciding upon the order
in which to deal with the ideas. Problems with ‘getting started’ can often be allayed by
brainstorming as all thoughts can ‘flow’ on to paper in random order prior to classifying the
ideas and sequencing the thoughts.

Dyspraxia

Dyspraxia results in difficulty in carrying out both familiar and non-familiar motor skills.
The process does not become automatic; thus it remains a novel task. Those with dyspraxia
will have poor fine motor skills, problems in remembering the shapes of letters, short
attention span and poor short-term auditory memory.

Some implications for teaching

• Improve memory and organization through providing time-budgeted tasks and lists of tasks
to be undertaken.

• Check understanding of tasks through asking the student to repeat the instructions to you.
• Do not give an abundance of ‘copying from the board’ tasks.
• Allow access to a laptop.
• Be aware of difficulties that may arise in physically manipulative demanding tasks.
• Be aware of problems that could arise in PE tasks.

Language-processing difficulties

Those with language-processing disorders may have problems in understanding the task,
‘finding’ the right word and reading fluently. They may have difficulties in following directions
because they talk to themselves as the directions are given. This creates an internal interference
that blocks effective processing of the external information.

Some implications for teaching

• Give, clear, precise, sequenced instructions.
• Introduce new vocabulary.
• Allow extra time for students to locate the words they may be searching for in order to

express themselves.

Attention deficit hyperactive disorder

Students with ADHD display higher levels of inattention and overactivity in any setting. It is
often linked with disruptive behaviour at the younger stages. Students with attention deficit
hyperactive disorder will have difficulties with concentrating for long periods and with
self-organization. Impatience may be displayed in, for example, searching for the correct
answer in multiple choice questions. Poor handwriting is often exhibited and sitting still for
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any length of time will be a challenge. Reading without care may result in incorrect answers or
in not understanding the task.

Some implications for teaching

Lecture-type lessons will be difficult for those with ADHD. The lesson should incorporate a
variety of teaching styles that include the opportunity to move around and talk to others or to
watch a video extract. Verbal instructions may be better understood than written ones. A calm
environment for teaching will be important.

Asperger’s syndrome

Asperger’s syndrome is a developmental disorder affecting social relationships and
communication. Students with Asperger’s syndrome will have little or no skill in abstract
thought, language difficulties with regard to a tendency toward literal interpretation, and
idiosyncratic use of words. They often have an excellent memory, are creative in their
thinking, work very hard and are independent in their actions and views.

Some implications for teaching

Students with Asperger’s syndrome will often find group work a challenge so whole-class
and independent work should be built into the lesson. They will need to be reminded of and
kept to the task regularly as they can become absorbed in amassing facts that appeal to their
personal interest rather than in carrying out the task.

Epilepsy

The grand mal form of epilepsy is the best-known typology. Those affected become
unconscious, and their muscles stiffen and relax in convulsive movements. They will be dazed
and confused and often wish to sleep after a seizure. Petit mal may go unrecognized as those
affected experience brief interruptions to consciousness. They may look as if they are
daydreaming and unaware of their surroundings. Temporal lobe epilepsy seizures involve a
period of ‘switching off’ or clouded consciousness where certain repetitive movements may be
made. Those affected will feel confused as they return to full consciousness.

The seizures are often controlled by medication but those with epilepsy may experience
extreme anxiety and be generally of low spirits due to anxiety and the pressures that the epilepsy
imposes. Those with epilepsy may have poor attention, concentration and memory. They will
have an impairment of accuracy of eye movements that will affect their reading accuracy and
comprehension. They will have impaired motor speed and, often, poor handwriting. They will
find it difficult to take a problem-solving approach to learning.

Some implications for teaching

• Build in rest breaks where students can sit back and listen for a while rather than ‘perform’
for a whole lesson.

• Ensure that computer screens and fluorescent lights do not flicker.
• Ensure that the lesson is summarized at the end to ‘fill in gaps’ that may have occurred.
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• Allow extra time for reading.

Obsessive compulsive disorder

Students with obsessive compulsive disorder are besieged by intrusive thoughts, images or
impulses, and will lose concentration, find difficulty in ‘getting started’ and may be late or
miss lectures. They may also suffer from depression and be taking medication.

Implications for teaching

Students with obsessive compulsive disorder may be slow to react to instructions.
Allow them time. Be prepared to repeat. Be prepared to give directions that take away choice,
as they have great difficulty in making decisions, for example ‘By the end of this lesson you
will have completed task 1.’ Time on task will be important.

Teaching the hearing-impaired

Hearing-impaired students will need to sit where they can see the teacher’s lips, and be given
instructions in plain English. They will need to be given extra time for reading material.
They may misunderstand words with more than one meaning—check understanding. Keep to
one verb tense. Use an overhead projector rather than the board to write notes so that they can
see your lips.

Teaching those with English as a second language

Those with English as a second language also have individual needs. They will range in their
command of speaking, listening, reading and writing. They may also be dyslexic.
Their listening and speaking skills may mismatch their reading and writing skills. They may be
asylum seekers or settled refugees who have suffered trauma, cultural shock and a disrupted
education. They may be experiencing practical difficulties or racist attitudes and behaviour.

TASK 11.5

Return now to the checklist in Task 11.1 and fill it in again using a different pen. You will
now feel confident in addressing the diversity of needs within the classroom and in giving
students the opportunity to develop autonomy in their learning.

When the best leader’s work is done, the people say, ‘We did it ourselves.’
(Lao Tsu, Philosopher)
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12
The implications of the development of ICT for

teaching and learning post 16
Hilary Street

Introduction

The government has set challenging targets for the education sector in terms of the
development and use of ICT as a learning and teaching tool. Many of these targets relate to the
school sector pre-16.

Two targets are particularly important:

• By 2004, 75 per cent of school pupils will achieve level 5 or above in ICT at the end of Key
Stage 3 as a milestone to the 2007 target of 85 per cent.

• By 2006, ICT should be the fundamental tool to enhance, extend and individualize learning
opportunities (and the management of this learning) for 5- to 19-year-olds.

This is an important point for colleagues teaching in a post-16 environment to be aware of.
Increasingly the students joining sixth form centres of FE colleges are likely to be highly
computer-literate, used to ILT being used as a learning and teaching tool and comfortable with
using the Web as a resource for their learning. Many of them will be used to relating online to
their teachers, having assessment and feedback undertaken online and accessing work and
lesson material from their home.

This has significant implications for staff teaching 16- to 19-year-old students. They are
likely to expect the use of ILT to be an integral part of their learning experience. This chapter
first summarizes the key aspects of ILT that teachers themselves need to be aware of, and then
discusses the implications of those developments for the design of the learning and teaching of
16- to 19-year-old students. Specific examples are included throughout. The chapter
concludes by providing examples of the use of ILT to support learning and teaching.

How can the development of ILT help teachers and
learners?

The development of ILT can help teachers in the following ways:

• Teachers are able to find high-quality teaching materials and resources using the Web and
their own college intranets.

• Teaching can be designed to be more tailored to individual student needs.



• Teachers can share the workload of planning more effectively.
• There is more time for teacher talk and interaction with learners in the class as a whole

group, small groups or individually because by effective use of interactive whiteboards
much of the material that needs to be written during the course of the lesson is
already prepared.

• There is an increased variety of teaching methods that allows teachers to respond to
different learning styles.

• There is the potential for ongoing contact for students when they are not in lessons.
• There is the potential for online feedback, assessment and marking.
• It can encourage and support more collaborative learning between staff in the same college

and between staff across colleges.

The development of ILT can help learners in the following ways:

• Students have access to a wider range of current resources.
• Students are able to have more direct ‘real-time’ experiences, eg real-time conferencing

with students in other parts of the country or world, and online discussions with
other students.

• There is an increased variety of teaching methods that allows teachers to respond to
different learning styles.

• There is the potential for ongoing contact for students when they are not in lessons.
• There is the potential for online feedback, assessment and marking.
• ILT can support the development of self-directed learning through the development of

supported self-study units.

The National Association of Advisers for Computer Education (NAACE) and the British
Educational Communications and Technology Association (BECTA) published a guidance note
about ILT and noted that there were five key features of effective practice when ILT was being
used and taught effectively:

• the development of learner autonomy;
• the development of increased capability;
• the creative use of ILT;
• an improvement in the quality of students’ work when they are using ILT effectively;
• an increase in ‘scope’—learning activities can be developed using ILT that would otherwise

not be possible.

This contribution from Paul Norris of Farnham Heath School in Surrey shows the
features in his development of the use of ILT to support learning and teaching in MFL:

• commenting text to help support vocabulary;
• hyperlinking between documents to link activities together;
• bookmarking longer passages to develop independence and confidence

with literacy;
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• show/hide to enable pupils to check their own answers and feel confident to work
at their own pace;

• show/hide to provide pupils with writing scaffolds for longer pieces of
written work;

• colour to highlight the different components of language and how they form
structures in sentences;

• drop-down menus to make multiple choice more interactive;
• symbols to bring certain texts alive;
• hyperlinking to a specific site on the Internet in order to keep an activity on task

and avoid wasting time searching ineffectively;
• animations to encourage creativity;
• sound to help pupil confidence without having to perform in front of the

whole class.

Paul Norris believes there are benefits to students, because they are more motivated.
Whilst it is difficult to quantify potential increase/decrease in performance based on
assessment, observations in everyday classes, such as the following, are worth noting:

• Keenness to get on with work: an increase in motivation.
• Taking more care with presentation: the desire to get it just right.
• Increased student autonomy. Differentiation is easier for teachers so pupils have work

that is appropriate. This in turn has a positive impact on their motivation.
• Increased confidence. They can work at their own pace with or without peers.
• Supportive peers. Students often solve technical problems before the teacher!
• Longer concentration spans. Many students will continue through break to finish

something off because they are proud of their work.

ILT and its implications for the teaching role

The development of easy access to ILT for both students and teachers has significant
implications for the relationship between teachers and learners. Teachers will still have a
crucial and central role in the learning process but it will be different.

Teachers need to:

• design the learning and teaching differently to take into account the potential of ILT and
help their students learn how to navigate their way through the mass of information now
available so that students can be discerning users; 

• still ‘teach’ directly by giving direct input and, as well, they will have to integrate a wider
range of strategies into their repertoire that draw on and use ILT—including the use of
interactive whiteboards, online feedback, videoconferencing etc;

• develop their own competency in developing their own online learning materials and
supported self-study materials and will need to develop the skills to do that.
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The creation of effective self-study materials

Writing effective self-study materials requires careful thought to ensure that they are effective
tools for student learning. The following list highlights some of the things it is important to
think about when designing self-study materials.

This is based on the work of Liz Whitelegg, a lecturer in the Centre for Science
Education at the Open University with extensive experience of developing supported self-
study materials, in particular in the APIL programme for A level physics.

• What will the format be? Will it be text only or multimedia (audiotapes, videotapes,
TV programmes, CD ROMs, computer programs, Web-based resources, set
books)? The material must look different from a textbook. Factors to consider are:

– Small sections provide pace and enable attainable goals to be set.
– Give an estimated study time for each section.
– Self-contained sections allow for a ‘pick-and-mix’ approach.
– Materials must be user-friendly.

• Use of existing materials:

– Time and resources are limited so use some existing material as well.
– Research what is available and then write a ‘study guide’ to provide active

learning opportunities.

Note: the OU ROUTES system is very useful for tracking Web-based resources.
• Getting students on board. If the idea of supported self-study is new for some

students then they may be sceptical of unfamiliar methods, for example they may
see it as ‘breaking the pedagogical contract’ if they have a ‘transmission’ view of
knowledge and learning based on the assumption that the teacher ‘gives them
the facts’.

– Self-study materials need to be introduced gradually and a mixed
approach used.

– Students need to be supported to develop the skills and self-discipline
required for self-study.

• The teacher’s role in supported self-study:

– Acting as a facilitator to support students’ learning.
– Students working in groups according to level and pace of study.
– Teacher working on a one-to-one basis with students.
– Tutor running ‘surgeries’ for individual or groups of students.
– Tutor needs to be monitoring individual student progress regularly—either

face-to-face or online.
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• Elements of supported self-study materials:

– aims and objectives clearly stated at the beginning;
– study plan given (length of study for each section, items needed);
– margin notes and ‘flags’ to link to other materials;
– introduction and overview to each section;
– exercises followed by discussions in each section (questions,

problems, quotes);
– questions throughout the materials to check understanding;
– bold terms defined in glossary;
– dialogue between author and student (use of personal voice);
– illustrations;
– summary of each section and summary of all sections;
– learning outcomes clearly stated and achievements checklist;
– answers to exercises and questions in full.

What ILT resources are you likely to find in your college?

You will already have had experience from your teaching practices of the sorts of equipment
that are now routinely available at colleges, but the rate of development is not uniform.
However, most colleges are likely to have some or all of the following:

• college-wide intranet;
• interactive whiteboards in some or all teaching rooms, and certainly some in each

department (with PowerPoint projectors in the ceilings);
• a ‘learning centre’, which will house the majority of the college’s computers for student

use, with online access;
• videoconferencing facilities;
• computers in some or all teaching rooms;
• wireless technology allowing for a more flexible use of laptops.

TASK 12.1

Consider:

• Are you clear what facilities are available in your college or school?
• Are you clear how you can access support for your own professional development

in ILT?
• Are you clear what technical back-up is available?
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What specific aspects of ILT have particular impact on the
design of the learning and teaching?

Interactive whiteboards

Interactive whiteboards (sometime known as ‘Smartboards’) are whiteboards that are wired
electronically and can be connected to a laptop. They enable teachers to prepare all their
lessons on a laptop, plug their laptop into the projector in the teaching room and work through
the lesson on the whiteboard. It also means that teachers when designing their lessons can
integrate video clips and sound whenever they feel it is appropriate. It brings presentations
alive. It is also a great time saver during the lesson as the teacher can use, for example, grids,
graphs and maps more easily with a whole class, and can manipulate and change
data on-screen.

For example, in a history session looking at the battles of the First World War, a diagram
showing the position of Allied and German troops before the Battle of the Somme could be on
the screen and students could be asked ‘What if?’, eg ‘What if the troops had been in different
positions? How might the outcomes of the battle have been different?’

Planning to use an interactive whiteboard

If you are using the whiteboard then it means it can be used interactively with the
students—who can then add, amend and answer questions on the whiteboard as part of the
session. It is important to think how you can use it interactively when you are planning
for its use.

In a lesson on Macbeth the teacher might plan the lesson to focus on the relationship between
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. The teacher will prepare a lesson plan, which will be on
computer and displayed to the class, enabling the teacher to give the class the ‘big picture’
overview of the whole lesson, complete with timings for each section. The teacher may have
identified the particular page references where there are particular parts of a scene that give an
insight into the relationship—these references will be on the computer and displayed straight
away for the class, and individual groups of students will be assigned one of the page references
to look up and read and present their views to the group. The teacher might have downloaded
a scene between Lady Macbeth and Macbeth from one of the videos of the play—this will then
be shown through the interactive whiteboard when the class have had their initial discussion;
there will then be a class discussion on this. The teacher may have a number of quotes from the
play that illustrate the relationship, and a list of words describing the relationship, and students
can be invited to go up to the whiteboard and draw arrows between each quote and the
description of the relationship. The lesson might end with another clip of an actress being
interviewed discussing her view of the relationship between Lady Macbeth and Macbeth.

The homework will also be prepared and shown on the whiteboard and may include details
of links to relevant Web sites.

In colleges that have an intranet this lesson would then be stored on the college’s intranet
and any student who was absent could access it from home, or any students could go over the
lesson again in their own time at home or in the college learning centre.
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The genetically modified food example
If a biology, geography or business studies teacher were teaching the topic of

genetically modified (GM) food, s/he could: put the lesson plan on the board and so give
students the ‘big picture’ easily; include photos of genetically modified foods and GM
farms; integrate some excerpts from news items about GM food; and, finally, do an
interactive quiz with students about what they know about GM foods.

The interactive whiteboard tablet
The technology has already developed further. There are now A6-size interactive

whiteboard tablets available. They act as mobile whiteboards and can be used anywhere in the
room. This means that the teacher does not have to be static at the front of the classroom when
using the interactive whiteboard.

The TES 13 September and 11 October 2002 gave a complete analysis of the range of
interactive whiteboards available and their different properties.

TASK 12.2

Consider the following:

• Have you been trained in the use of interactive whiteboards? If not, then are you
clear who you would talk to at your college to arrange training for yourself?

• Do you know how many interactive whiteboards there are in your college and
where they are situated? If there is not one in every teaching area do you know
how to gain access to a room with an interactive whiteboard if you wish to use it
in your teaching?

• How do you currently plan your lessons? Is the lesson planning shared with other
colleagues? Do you all share your lesson plans and put them on a college intranet?

• Are there colleagues in your department or team who already use the interactive
whiteboards for their lessons? Would it be possible for you to observe them giving
a lesson where they are using the interactive board?

• Can you identify a module/part of one of the courses you teach where you would
like to use the interactive whiteboard? How would you use the interactive
whiteboard creatively?

Videoconferencing

This is as yet a relatively underused ILT resource but it has enormous potential. The term
‘videoconferencing’ is used to describe the process whereby, using video cameras and a computer
link, people in different places (different parts of the same college, different parts of the
country, different parts of the world) can work and discuss something together at the same time.
Such conferences need significant forward planning, clarity of purpose and often a conference
‘manager’ who will manage the technical side of the process.
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Videoconferences offer a number of opportunities. Students who might be studying a minority
subject on their own online can take part in such conferences at regular intervals to discuss an
aspect of a course with other students who are also learning online. Students can have a
videoconference with an ‘expert’ in a particular aspect of their subject or course, for example
a scientist in a laboratory talking live to students about his/her current research, or a
discussion with students in an economically developing country about the effect of the Kyoto
agreement on their economy.

It is possible to subscribe to the international videoconferencing Web site
www.Globalleap.com. There is a timetable of different topics to be discussed. They have to be
highly organized with everyone online at the same time. A conference ‘moderator’ manages
the process. Students and other participants have to be well prepared to ensure that they do not
‘freeze up’.

Video cameras can now be put on computers so that students can see each other as well as
their tutor if they are using videoconferencing for distance learning.

Another useful resource is ‘Video-Conferencing in the Classroom’, which has been
produced by Devon County Council and launched at a global videoconferencing day
organized by Global Leap in aid of the TES/UNICEF appeal to support the rebuilding of
Afghanistan’s infrastructure.

The genetically modified food example
A group looking at the issue surrounding the development of genetically modified

products might want to set up a videoconference with one of the farmers who is currently
involved in the government trials, and/or two scientists who have been investigating the
effect of GM foods.

Darlington College
The college has established a ‘telematics learning centre’ at the Catterick campus.

This is a videoconference suite with 150 computers. Each computer has a mini-cam
attached, to facilitate one-to-one tutoring on distance learning courses. The Catterick
campus is 20 miles from the main college at Darlington and the original intention was that
students could attend their course at Catterick and pursue it in ‘distance learning mode’,
tutored by staff at the main site.

The college has had to rethink its approach to the use of distance learning in this way as
it is dependent on the existence of a large range of materials available on the ‘learning
platform’ in the system, which the students can access. Originally the college used
bought-in material but this is not always sufficient or bespoke enough to fit particular
course needs. The college is now exploring generating in-house material.

The college has widened out its portfolio and now uses the centre more flexibly.
It is used regularly for staff-to-staff conferencing between the sites and for
videoconferencing calls.

In addition the telematics centre also has an interactive whiteboard, which has allowed
teaching staff to develop their learning and teaching strategies further. In particular it
means that the staff can bring up a live link on the interactive whiteboard during the
lesson. The technology is also more user-friendly as the teacher does not have to be at a
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keyboard when using the whiteboard because of its touch-screen facility. The teacher can
if s/he wishes teach from the front of the class.

Videoconferences are complex to organize particularly if you are trying to link with
students or experts in another country. If you are interested in developing this as a learning
and teaching strategy then it is best to start small and identify one videoconference that you
want to organize in one year. The added value to the students’ learning has to be very clear.

TASK 12.3

If your college does have or were to have videoconferencing facilities, which
parts of the courses you teach would be appropriate for the development of a
videoconferencing opportunity?

The use of laptops

The use of laptops by teachers as part of the interactive whiteboard technology has already
been discussed. However laptops when used by teachers and pupils together can be a very
powerful resource for learning and teaching.

If a whole class has access to a laptop then the learning can be designed to encourage and
enable the students to work straight on to their laptops, to e-mail and share their notes and the
teacher’s notes between the group and to prepare presentations for each other as part of the
teacher’s design of the learning.

PowerPoint presentations

One of the most common uses of laptops as a learning and teaching tool is to enable the
teacher and/or students to make PowerPoint presentations. Some examples are given here of
how this facility can be used to support learning and teaching.

The genetically modified example
In a science, English, citizenship, PSHE or geography lesson, a class may be divided into

small groups and each may have to prepare a PowerPoint presentation on the use of GM
technology. One group will be asked to present the benefits from a farmer’s perspective,
one from a pharmaceutical company’s perspective, one from the perspective of an
environmentalist who is against GM products, one from the perspective of the marketing
director of a supermarket chain and one from the perspective of a government
representative of an economically developing country.

Each group will be expected to construct a PowerPoint presentation for the whole
class. They will share out the preparation and research and all members of the group will
contribute to the final compiling and delivery of the presentation. Each presentation
should last no longer than five minutes. A lesson is then given over to the five
presentations. The teacher manages the process of the presentations, structuring
discussion and questioning after each presentation. All students are then e-mailed each
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group’s presentation and the teacher’s comments on each one. Any gaps or
misconceptions are addressed by the teaching and also given to the whole group.

Teachers themselves will obviously use PowerPoint presentation as one of their ways of
teaching a whole group. PowerPoint presentations when designed properly can give a clear
focus to a topic, help the presenter be precise and direct about the main points and enable a lot
of material to be covered in a relatively short time. They are particularly useful for giving an initial
overview of a whole module (the big picture) for the reasons given. They also allow for ‘chunking’
of material. A whole presentation can be prepared but can be given in small bites.

Another advantage of PowerPoint presentations is that if enough planning time is given they
can be designed to appeal to visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learners as they can include
pictures and photos, text and sound.

They also mean that students can easily have a printout of the presentation and have an easy
reference tool in their notes.

Eggbuckland College
Eggbuckland Community College in Devon have been piloting the laptops project with

their pupils. The same process could be used with older students as well, and have a
double use as one of the ways of accrediting key skills.

 
The laptops project

The college decided to explore what would happen to learning and teaching if all
students had a laptop with them in all lessons. At the beginning of Year 8 (2001/02) 
there was one tutor group where all the students had laptops. They were known as the
laptop group.

 
The mechanics of the process

For the college the challenge was how to use ICT to support collaborative learning
between students. Traditionally in ICT suites the arrangement does not support
collaborative learning. The primary laptop project had shown that once pupils were
working with their own laptops then collaborative learning and working can follow.

The school identified a room for the laptop group where ‘flexible learning’ could
happen—where the geography, space and size of the room and the type of furniture in the
room made it possible to teach flexibly. All lessons would be taught in this room so it
needed to be a science lab, classroom, lecture theatre and performance space, and capable
of partitioning. As a learning and teaching research laboratory, it needed to be capable of
supporting numerous modes of working.

 
The vision for the laptop group

The deputy headteacher met with the subject teachers of the laptop group to explain
the concept and in effect ‘talk up’ the project. He explained to staff that there was no
requirement to use the laptops but that over time it was hoped that all staff would find a way
of using the opportunity presented. All teachers in the laptop group were given their own
laptops. The main concepts that the school hoped the staff would explore with the
students were how the laptops could encourage different patterns of working across the
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group and how groups of students working together could be responsible for teaching the
rest of the class.

 
Protocols for laptop use

Such a concept and new way of working required new routines in the class to ‘scaffold’
the process, so detailed routines, procedures and protocols for the use of ICT in lessons
had to be agreed, and insisted upon with the students. For example, ‘Students all get up
and line up outside between lessons’, ‘When anyone says “Can I have your attention?” all
laptop lids will be closed’, ‘Unrequested use of the Internet results in removal of the
network card,’

The deputy headteacher explained that ideally it would be good if each teacher could
develop one module/unit of work each term that required both the teacher and the
students to use their laptops. 

 
Managing the learning and teaching

The model that was adopted by all of the teachers in the end was to divide the students
into small work groups and each group had to investigate for themselves part of the
particular unit being studied and then teach that unit to the rest of the class. Not only
were groups to teach it to the class but they would assess their work at the end, the main
criterion being whether the rest of the class achieved the learning outcomes as a result of
the teaching. This meant that the teachers had to be clear about both the learning
objectives and the learning outcomes for the unit and discuss this with the students. It did
not mean that the teachers did not teach. Although the styles differed, all teachers would
set the scene for the unit with the students, and teachers would then use the PowerPoint
presentations that the student work groups gave to enhance, support and clarify
the learning.

For example, in a laptop science lesson the group had been learning about phagocytes
and the immune system. A work group of three students gave a joint presentation about
phagocytes, using PowerPoint and also acting out the process between them. The teacher
took this, highlighted some key points that needed to be emphasized from the
presentation, made some brief notes on the whiteboard from the laptop and then asked
that group to e-mail their presentation to the rest of the group.

One of them explained it like this: ‘We have a topic to research and then we make
presentations in our groups—so half the tutor group do their presentations and then the
teacher does the “ordinary stuff ” and then the rest of the group finish their presentations.’
And in answer to the question about whether they enjoy this way of working, students
were quick to note that it made it easier to have all their notes on the laptop rather than in
lots of files and books and bits of paper, and it was more interesting.

 
Weekly review with staff and students

The laptop teachers meet weekly to discuss progress and sticking points and to refine
the approach. The membership of this weekly meeting has now been extended to include
students from the group as well. This is peer learning in action for both students and staff.
The issues that have come up for discussion include students wanting to know how to
support members of their group who are disorganized or finding the work difficult, and
staff and students discussing the merits of different forms of assessment and what you do if
you realize that some students haven’t understood.
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Initial learning from the project

This project has shown that for the first time students were talking and thinking about
how to engage others in learning. It has been a stimulus for the staff to think through
strategies for addressing disengagement amongst students; it has supported the 
development of more innovative methods for assessment as staff and students have had to
answer the question ‘How do you know if learning has taken place?’; and it has required
teachers to think through how, if something doesn’t work, it can be done another way.

All the materials developed are put on the college’s intranet.
During the year the laptop students have been having the same assessments made of

their work and learning as other students in the year and there is no evidence to show that
they have learnt less as a result of this way of working—but what they have done is
develop a range of skills that their counterparts in the rest of the year have not had the
opportunity to develop in the same way (collaborative working, research, presentation,
assessment). They also have highly developed ICT skills—they have typing practice in
tutor time once a week as well as discrete ICT.

The college has now used this project as part of its outreach work with other secondary
schools. Three secondary schools are going to link with the college to enable teachers from
those schools to teach with someone from the laptop group to develop their own practice
in this area. The college already has links with the hospital school and provides them with
all its resources to their laptops through its terminal services.

The ‘intelligent’ use of the Web

The use of the Web as a teaching and learning tool is almost infinite—but it requires planning
and skill to use the Web ‘intelligently’. Teachers can use the Web as a source of raw material
for work they are planning for their students and as a resource for their students to use.

Both teachers and students need to have been taught how to use the Web effectively: what
search engines to use, how to do a key word search sensibly (including making the key word
search as specific as possible so that the search is as specific as possible, and making judgements
about the quality of the material located). These skills have to be taught to students by all their
subject and course teachers—as the skills and knowledge required will vary from subject
to subject.

The genetically modified food example
Typing ‘genetically modified food’ into a search engine resulted in 371,000 sites being

identified. If a teacher wanted to ask students to investigate aspects of GM food then it
would be important to identify precisely what questions the students should be seeking to
answer. The teacher might share the questions out amongst the students so that, working
in pairs, each pair had to investigate two questions. The teacher would have undertaken an
initial search and identified at least 10 sites that were known to be useful and reliable in
terms of the source of the information.
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A creative use of the Web is to post an article on the college Web site in the agreed location
for your subject or programme and pose some questions at the end of the article. Students in
the group are then expected to go online, read the article and post their responses to the
questions asked. As other students answer the questions they comment on previous answers.
The group ends up with a discussion document about the article that is then a learning resource
for them all.

What can teachers do to help students use the Web effectively?

• Many teachers identify the most useful sites on a particular subject for their students and
direct them to those first of all. They will incorporate the names of these sites into any
teaching materials they produce.

• Many colleges now have an intranet and there will be links from the college’s intranet to
the useful Web sites.

• Teachers need to develop their own protocols with students about the use of Web-based
material. For example, students may want to print off material for their own reference but
they should not as a general rule cut and paste direct from the Web into their work; instead
they should draw out the main points in their own words, and if quoting they should show
this specifically.

ILT as a learning and teaching tool in AS music and music technology
Rob Tucker, Head of Music at the Royal Latin School in Buckinghamshire, has used

ICT to support the learning and teaching on AS music and music technology in a number
of ways:

• He used it to administer an online learning styles questionnaire (see Chapter 5 for
a discussion of learning styles).

• He used it to develop his own knowledge and understanding about ILT as a
learning tool and to find out about Web-based learning environments by looking
at university-based music technology Web sites.

• He designed a Web-based system of learning units, which included the resources
for each task.

• He also put a pre-course study online, which students had to complete in the
summer holidays prior to the start of the course as a requirement of entry to
the course.

Two particular aspects of the work are described here: the development of
Web-based learning units and the use of questioning as a learning and teaching tool.

 
Web-based  learning units

Students are under pressure of time and often over-rely on short cuts to complete their
work, particularly when library access may be unavailable or the

necessary resources are limited. I therefore designed a Web-based system of learning
units, which included the resources for each task. Integrated links encouraged them to
research a topic in different ways by looking at alternative sources/viewpoints.
This meant finding the relevant information quickly without wasting time searching the
wider Web. The site also included an interactive section, thus allowing students to

IMPLICATIONS OF ICT 163



consolidate their understanding by seeing and hearing actual musical examples and online
questioning. Students were required to complete the work over the summer holidays as
part of the entry requirement for the course.

The students were obviously enthused by the specific nature of the site, and the highly
immediate form of learning instantly appealed, particularly because all the supporting
knowledge for the questions could be found in one place and they were able to manage
their study time wisely. There were two distinct advantages: (a) the confidence gained
from a completely interactive medium and (b) the instantaneous retrieval and feedback of
results from online question forms.

The only obvious disadvantage with the online questioning was that students sometimes
felt they were being expected to find factual answers to thinking-based, open-ended
questions even when a structure was provided to support them. They still needed the
opportunity to be encouraged through group questioning and further discussion in their
group sessions. For example, in ICT work ‘How might the “save as” facility be used
musically?’ or ‘Does a piece of music need a climax?’ are both thinking questions. Online
learning does not replace face-to-face work.

 
The use of questioning as a teaching and learning tool

It became apparent developing this work that there was a need to create question units
containing a carefully ordered balance between factual and thinking questions. The online
forms that the students completed meant that the teacher could see the pace of
completion, the order in which they answered the questions and the content itself.
Feedback by e-mail invariably showed that the student simply needed reassurance: that it
was OK to include more intellectual- (thinking-) based answers and that several different
answers may be possible, depending on the musical subject/situation. In some cases,
however, students made the assumption that factual-based questions inevitably require
researching, whereas open-based questions do not. This suggests a need for a unit about
how to respond to different sorts of question.

 
The use of the intranet and Internet

All the question units were completed online. This saved time in monitoring of
progress and provided feedback via e-mail as students accessed the system and sent each
unit. It also meant the related study materials/links could be located in one place.
Intranet-/Internet-based learning provides a pathway between homework and school-
based written learning, for example an end-of-topic test completed online and sent by
e-mail for marking. Certain question banks might be marked electronically. The marks are
sent direct to the staff intranet for assessment and monitoring. Results are then
instantaneously collated, aligned with the pupil’s profile in other subjects and made
available for reporting immediately. This might even take place online. This increases
flexibility of the learning environment for students, provides instant feedback, reduces
staff workload and gives students more ownership over their learning.

The use of computers

It may seem strange to have a specific section about the use of computers per se in a chapter on
ILT but it is important to consider the specific applications that have relevance for
most subjects.
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Word processing

This is the most obvious use of the computer. Increasingly students will make their course
notes on computer as they go through their course; some will make their lesson notes directly
on to computer if they have their own laptop to use in the lesson. One of the most useful
strategies to encourage students to do is to build up their own revision notes on each module
as they go along, eg in modern foreign languages to build up their own vocabulary lists on
computer as they go through the course—they can then classify the vocabulary in a range of
ways. In history they might want to summarize the main dates/events/people in a database as
they go along.

Any work that requires drafting should be done using a word-processing programme though
teachers need to make it clear whether they need to see the interim drafts as well as the final
product. This is particularly important in the development of coursework where verification
could become a problem.

The genetically modified food example
Topics such as this lend themselves to the use of word-processing or desktop-publishing

programmes. Students can be asked to design a leaflet advertising a protest rally against
the development of GM foods or to produce a leaflet from farmers involved in GM trials
and putting the case for GM products.

They can ‘script’ and word-process an imaginary interview between the prime minister
and a member of Friends of the Earth about the government’s GM policy.

PowerPoint

The benefits and uses of PowerPoint have been discussed earlier in this chapter.

Spreadsheets

Spreadsheets are one of the functions that students (and teachers) need to be able to use.
Almost all subjects and courses can find opportunities for the use of spreadsheets, particularly
if graphs and the forms of charts are needed. For example, a business course may be looking at
information about customer complaints and wanting to develop graphs about type of
complaint, number of complaints at different times of year, etc. An economics course may be
doing work on exchange rates or a science course may be looking at statistics about diseases in
various parts of the world and their relationship to the death rates in different countries.

The genetically modified food example
In the case of genetically modified food it would be possible to obtain statistics from the

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs about the GM trials and from the
large food producers about the benefits of GM in terms of yield per acre and cost per
acre. This information can then be presented in spreadsheet form.
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Databases

Again databases have potential in many courses and programmes. A database is simply a means
of storing a large amount of information electronically, and in such a way that the data can be
printed off and retrieved in a variety of ways and a variety of combinations and can be
manipulated in different ways. They therefore offer flexibility in their use. For example, a
GNVQ business course may develop a database about companies in the local area that includes
information about geographic location, size of work force, age and gender of work force, focus
of business and age of company. This information can then be analysed in a number of different
ways. An English group may want to look at particular themes in the novels of Jane Austen and
produce a database that shows the themes in relation to the various novels. A geography
database might be based on climate and topography statistics.

Desktop publishing

Again this is one of the most common applications that is useful for all subjects and courses
because it is so versatile. This application enables students (and teachers) to produce
documents in a variety of layouts and styles other than simply an A4 piece of text. Business
students can produce a prospectus for a company, catering students can produce a menu for a
restaurant in a range of different styles, drama students can produce publicity information for a
play or a programme for a production, and history students are frequently asked to design the
front page for a newspaper reporting a historic event as it happens.

Detailed examples of all of these applications in different subjects can be found on two Web
sites: www.InteractiveEducation.ac.uk and the FELR Web site at BECTA http://ferl.org.uk.
A summary of some of the examples included on those Web sites is given here. The full
versions are available on the Web sites.

Examples of the use of ILT to support learning and teaching

From the Interactive Education site

Sequences and series with Year 12 AS/A level students
(by Leila King)

Students are learning about arithmetic and geometric sequences through using the power of
Excel (spreadsheets) to formalize rules to generate sequences and their sums. Some of the
teaching takes place in an ‘ordinary’ classroom and some in a room with an interactive
whiteboard. The students have rapidly seen the links between inductive definitions in
mathematics and spreadsheet formalisms.

The golden ratio in art in Intermediate GNVQ

This is used in art with Intermediate GNVQ students in art and design and forms part of the
students’ key skills level 1 application of number requirements. Students learn to construct the
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golden rectangle using pen-and-paper techniques. Using the Internet and other software they
then search for examples of paintings and investigate whether aspects of the paintings fit within
a golden rectangle frame. They also investigate measurements within paintings such as distances
between the various parts of the face. This enables a comparison to be made between
different artists.

From the FERL Web site

Interactive online testing in AS/A2 sociology (by Chris Gardner at
Cadbury Sixth Form College)

Cadbury College is a sixth form college in south Birmingham whose students are recruited
from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds across the city. The sociology department has
approximately 180 full-time students aged 16–19 following AS and A level sociology courses.
The majority of students are female, and over half are from a mixture of ethnic minority groups.
AS level has produced an increase in student numbers.

The problem/issue identified

The department had used computer-based objective testing for two years in response to two
problems: 1) retention problems in the autumn term of the first year—it had been our
experience that students experiencing difficulties in the early part of the course were inclined
to panic, particularly if they had initial problems with writing longer stimulus answers and
essays; 2) large sets creating problems of additional marking.

The tests were designed to test basic knowledge and understanding and focused on
sociological definitions, concepts and the overall structure of topics. A limited number of tests
were piloted and the following year these were extended to provide sets of tests for three
A level topics. We also introduced regular monitoring with paper tests, which students could
practise in advance on computer. Tests were used for topics taught in the first year of A level.

The use of Hot Potatoes software

At the end of the summer term 2000 we heard of Hot Potatoes software. The software is
free, provided that it is used for non-commercial purposes and shared with others. It can be
downloaded from http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked.

There are different kinds of tests: multiple choice, short answer, ranking and matching
exercises, jumbled sentences, gap-fill exercises and crosswords. Most of the tests export a
paper version to Word, which can then be adapted for paper tests. The tests are written simply
by inserting questions and answers into ready-made boxes. Appearance can be customized or,
if preferred, left in a standard format. The tests produce versions for early and more recent
Web browsers. They run on the Internet or on intranets. The software produces sophisticated
javascript-based Web pages, which run equally well on Netscape and Microsoft browsers.

This met many of the problems we had encountered with the software we had been using.
The department had developed an expanding intranet site, and Hot Potatoes tests could be
integrated with existing material. The software was free.
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How the tests are used

Tests are being written for the new AS sociology course. They are available on the college
intranet. Students practise the tests in non-contact time. Some tests were produced in advance
of the new AS level course for September 2000, and others are being written as the first year of
the new course progresses. Students do the tests online. They receive a score and some
feedback. Some of the tests are then monitored by paper tests in class. Students are told about
the paper tests in advance, and can practise them on the intranet.

The changing role of ILT in AS/A2 geography (by Stuart Hitch)

Initially ILT resources were either bought in (eg GeogCal, Earth Science Software
Consortium, Scamp 2) and integrated into the schemes of work, or limited to simple exercises
such as basic Web enquiries, digital image folders etc.

More recently the department has progressed on to content-specific Web enquiries,
structured enquiries targeted directly at the needs of the students but still providing a wide
number of skills (AS/A level examples produced by the author can be found at
www.sln.org.uk/geography and via the Web enquiries link). Simple to produce in Microsoft
Word, these provide a number of differentiated tasks, often combining text, data and image
handling with an assignment such as the production of a presentation, essay or case study using
the available ILT facilities as the outcome.

These have proved popular with both staff and students as they are self-contained units, can
be completed during lessons or set as homework, and prove useful when there are staff or
student absences or as revision exercises. A downside of any Web-based enquiry is the transient
nature of some of the Web sites and so relatively frequent updating may be necessary. It is also
important, when developing such resources, that staff are aware of the specific content of the
sites and of any bias, although this element could be built into the student exercise. Time remains
the biggest, and often least considered, element in the development of such resources.

More recently resources have become more integrated, bringing together not only ILT but
also more traditional resources such as course texts, video and fieldwork. Such units cover
large areas of the course and may eventually be extended to cover complete modules in a move
towards a more distance learning approach to the use of ILT. This has been brought about
largely due to the increased content demands of the new AS specification completed by the
department and the reduced teaching time allocated to AS/A levels.

Coursework

ILT plays an increasingly important role in the delivery and completion of coursework.
Students have access to an increasing number of home-produced, online virtual fieldtrips, past
fieldtrip data sets and digital image folders. This allows familiarization with the field study
area, vegetation, land use etc prior to carrying out the field course, thereby better preparing
students for their field study. It is also a resource that can be accessed after the field course to
provide follow-up activities. These virtual fieldtrips have proved particularly important when
weather conditions have restricted data collection or when students have been absent
through illness.
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In terms of presentation, ILT has been both a blessing and a concern. It has clearly improved
the quality and variety of presentations, made the statistical analysis of data and their graphing
simpler and more effective, and allowed the integration of photos and data into text. It also
makes the editing of the draft versions of the coursework much easier but has several
major drawbacks.

Several students struggle with time management, spending hours making the presentation
look superb at the expense of geographical content. There are those who have limited ICT
skills and resent completing coursework using the computer and there is an increase in the
number and variety of graphs etc showing the same data at the expense of detailed analysis.

A major issue has been the technical problems students have claimed associated with loss of
files, hard disk crashes, printer problems, etc.

New specifications

The new AS/A2 specifications demand increased use of ILT to the extent of including
Internet-based research coursework and ICT skills. The reduced time many schools and
colleges are being allowed to complete these specifications is leading to an increased use of ILT
to support learning and not simply as an add-on. The integration of geographical learning
through ILT with the key skills programme should allow students a relatively easy transition
into this new way of learning whilst supporting both their geographical education and their key
skills portfolios. As such, geography is in a very strong position to develop ILT and to use it as
a marketing tool for the subject itself.

The creation of a managed learning environment (MLE) in history
(by Rob Johnson)

At Richard Huish College, Taunton, Somerset, the history department has been pioneering the
use of information and learning technologies alongside traditional methods to enhance
delivery, motivation and achievement. Department staff have constructed an effective
intranet, authored their own software, designed and implemented a management system for
the differentiation and tracking of students, and constructed interactive multimedia for pre-
class study, presentations, online learning and assessment. Positive outcomes are already
evident in results, work submissions, reading and responses to teaching and learning.

Aims and objectives

There are two specific needs in the teaching of history: the mastery of essay writing and the
ability to analyse documents. The first objective was to enhance the delivery of these skills. It
was also noted that students were attending sessions ill prepared (particularly in the reading of
essential texts), which needed to be rectified. There was also a desire to raise the level of
student achievement. There was an increased demand for access to books because of a rising
student population. It was also critically important to integrate ILT with existing
offline learning.

Rationale and solutions

The history staff were determined to maintain and improve their excellent standards of
teaching and student achievement, whilst embracing the tools new technology had to offer.
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This meant that ILT was introduced gradually and tested at each stage. A number of levels of
ILT now exist. At the lowest level, all handouts are word-processed and replicated online for
absentee students. At the highest level, an MLE product was introduced to set work plans, test
student knowledge and track progress and performance, and it was integrated with other
learning materials.

Phases of the project

1. Staff training. The first step in developing effective ILT resources and integrating them
was staff training to level 3 key skill/CLAIT standard and mastery of basic authoring
skills. This has been achieved through the determination of the staff and through IT
training offered by the college.

2. Use of interactive multimedia. PowerPoint is a popular presentation tool used in history, but
the history staff have developed their own interactive multimedia based on topics taught
on the course. Self-test questions are interspersed between animated information with
sound, music and colour. Advice on questions and study skills, and copies of staff
presentations are all utilized by the students. Year 2 A level students have found these
pre-class study materials useful for revision too. CD ROM is also used in presentations,
projected by a plasma screen with Minimo technology, or with Smartboard. The results of
using these technologies have been submitted to FERL.

3. The use of an intranet. The intranet has proven a powerful tool and assists in student access
to resources. The site for history now contains: an interactive multimedia database,
illustrations for use in projects, Web sites (filtered) of direct relevance to the course,
interactive scheme of work, online student handbook, charter, information on the annual
battlefield tour, exemplar essays, current work and study skills. The intranet also
provides a bulletin board for student discussions. In addition, e-mail gives students access
from home to make enquiries before and after lessons, or during revision periods. Mail
groups have been created to speed up the dissemination of work and deadline reminders
(Microsoft Outlook tells you when it has been read).

Outcomes and benefits
Results have improved as a result of greater use of ILT, and the quality assurance results

testify to the value added. Motivation and enthusiasm have increased; work submissions have
improved. The MLE management system, constructed by a former history teacher, has been
upgraded and offers differentiation, improved student tracking and assessment. Presentations
are enhanced with the integration of video, CD ROM, paper-based work (document study)
and essay writing.

 
 

TASK 12.4

Use Table 12.1 to think through how the various applications could be used to support
the design of learning and teaching in the course you are currently teaching. The columns
have been headed for a range of subjects but you could insert your own module topics.
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Table 12.1
Using applications to support the design of learning and teaching

Further information

The full versions of the MFL example from Farnham Heath School, the Rob Tucker case study
of music AS and the Eggbuckland Community College case study can be found in Secondary
Leadership Paper 12, ICT for Learning. It is available for £7.50 from the NAHT Publications
Section (tel: 01444 472472). 
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13
The personal tutor

Lin Le Versha

The role of the personal tutor is central to the achievement and social and personal
development of each student. You are the first point of contact for students, their tutors and
parents. You are the person who will listen to their problems and observe changes in their
behaviour or demeanour that may indicate underlying difficulties at home or in the classroom.
You will probably have a number of roles and tasks to perform and these may include:

• enrolling and undertaking the induction of students;
• overseeing changes to their course or programme;
• monitoring attendance and performance;
• acting as a ‘learning coach’ or mentor—helping students to set and meet realistic targets;
• delivering a tutorial programme;
• helping with higher education and careers guidance and education;
• writing references for students;
• taking responsibility for providing personal, emotional and social support;
• acting as first point of contact for parents;
• maintaining detailed records on students;
• acting as your students’ advocate with their tutors.

Enrolment, induction

As we have seen from Chapter 4, the role of the tutor in managing enrolment and induction is
crucial in ensuring that students choose the correct course and then remain on it. You will
receive support from specialists in this process and advice should be sought from careers
departments and, if the student has individual learning needs, from the learning
support department.

When selecting a post-16 course it is vital that the students should be given realistic,
impartial advice, built on their previous achievements, which will provide breadth, coherence
and a good progression route. Even more important, as many students will be moving from
the familiar surroundings of school to the larger world of the college, they will need sensitive
support and guidance. You will be the human face of the complicated procedures in the
enrolment and induction process so make them as positive as possible.

Ice-breakers are useful induction activities when you have your tutor group together for the
first time and most of the students are strangers to each other:



• In pairs ask students to discover two or three points about the other so that they may
introduce their partner to the rest of the class, eg home town, number of pets, unusual
hobbies, most exciting experience.

• In groups of three or four, each student will provide the group with two truthful
statements and one false statement. The group will question the speaker to try to discover
the lie.

• If you have space, ask students to move around the room finding somebody with whom
they share a subject, a common holiday destination, or a favourite pop group or TV
programme. You could use the grid in Figure 13.1. Each student moves around the room
meeting as many other students as possible and asks them the questions on the grid, filling
in their names in the appropriate squares.

It is these very early experiences that will determine whether students will make friends and
settle on their new course or wander around the campus alone and begin to drop out
of college.

Students need to feel part of their new environment, so a campus tour, meeting members
of staff who may be helpful ul to them and making them aware of personal and study support
services in the first few days will help them to establish themselves. Meeting other students
who are in the year above them is another useful strategy at this stage. New students are able
to ask these students questions that they consider too trivial for adults at this stage. It is also
helpful to offer them the opportunity to meet second-year students in the same subject so that
they can find out if that subject is what they are looking for. Too often students enrol on the
non-National Curriculum ‘ologies’—sociology, psychology, philosophy—without really
understanding what the subject is about. The more effort that is put into providing advice and
guidance at enrolment and induction, the fewer course changes and drop-outs there will be.

TASK 13.1

• Think of your experience of joining a new course, college or university.
What activities made you feel welcome and enabled you to make friends?
What could have improved the experience for you?

• You are now a personal tutor of a new tutor group. Consider what strategies you
might employ to:

– get to know your students;
– get them to know each other;
– get them to feel happy to speak to you.
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Monitoring attendance and course changes

The importance of monitoring attendance and taking action to support students is a
well-understood factor in retaining them in post-16 education (Martinez, 1997, 2000;
Martinez and Munday, 1998). Colleges and schools will have various mechanisms to monitor
attendance. Some systems rely on subject tutors to inform personal tutors of absence; others

Figure 13.1 Who is who in the set? (Hewitt, 2002)
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use central records to produce lists that are communicated to tutors using the management
information system or displayed in the staffroom. As a result of the clear link between
attendance and retention some colleges employ administrators to contact students or their
parents within three days of their first absence or if a pattern of absence is emerging, such as a
reluctance to attend on Monday mornings.

When students return from being absent it is the tutor’s job to offer support and to use the
opportunity to discuss any personal, domestic or academic problems. A one-to-one tutorial is
useful at this stage to help students to produce an action plan so that missed notes and
assignments can be realistically worked into the daily programme as students resume normal
lessons. A follow-up session to check on progress is an effective way of ensuring that students
have met their targets and provides the opportunity for discussion of any underlying issues.

Long illnesses, such as glandular fever, may result in the negotiation of a lighter timetable
and a reduction of programme for students. Careful careers guidance to ensure that realistic
progression routes are still possible should inform any changes to courses. If, however,
students wish to make changes to their programme or course with no previous warning or
reason, careful discussions should be held with students to explore the reasons for the change.
Too often students will have problems with the teaching style or personality of the subject
tutor rather than with the subject and this will be disguised in all sorts of excuses. Others may
have been too ambitious in the load that they thought they could handle at enrolment and again
individual tutorials will offer the opportunity to discuss the issues and to make action plans to
ensure that they can cope with the demands of the new course.

Setting targets

You may need to sit down with a student to negotiate an individual action plan following an
illness or a change of course or as a routine part of the college tutoring system. Students should
understand the purpose of setting the targets and how they will be monitored and supported.

• Targets should be SMART:
Specific;
Measurable;
Achievable;
Realistic;
Time-bonded.

• Students may be asked to consider their strengths in a subject and the areas that they would
like to improve. 

• Choosing one area for improvement, they should think about one or two actions they could
undertake that would make a demonstrable difference to their performance before they
come to each tutorial.

• At the tutorial explore the area identified. Ask questions such as:

– What do you think you have to do to improve that?
– How would that help?
– How long will it take?
– What help do you need to achieve it?
– Do you need any resources to achieve it?
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– How will you know that you have achieved it?
– What will the evidence look like?

• Formulate the target, the time and the evidence that will show the target has been met.
• You might present the information in a traditional action plan form (see Table 13.1).

Table 13.1 Action plan

In the example in Table 13.2 the student and personal tutor each have a copy of the targets
negotiated with the subject tutors so that they can be monitored. It also provides the personal
tutor with detailed information on how the student should be working to improve
performance in each subject. As the personal tutor is the only person, apart from the student,
to have the complete picture, it provides the tutor with the opportunity to act as a learning
coach and have a real effect on the student’s approach to learning.

Table 13.2 Action plan for Jo Hynes
Student—Jo Hynes

THE PERSONAL TUTOR 177



TASK 13.2

If you received the set of targets opposite for one of your students, what issues would
you discuss with that student? What advice would you give and how would you support
the student?

Targets need to be monitored and students congratulated on their achievement or helped to
analyse why they did not meet the target they set. It is useful to keep brief records of your
meetings with each student so that you can manage this effectively. Students make progress if
they set goals and achieve them, and your part in this process for some students is vital as a
motivating force.
The monitoring process will also enable you to see if problems such as poor time management
and organization are hampering progress, whether paid work is having an adverse effect on
learning or whether the student is taking on an unrealistic workload. As we have seen from
research into learning careers (Bloomer and Hodkinson, 2000—see Chapter 4), the
complications in students’ domestic and personal lives often lead to them leaving individual
courses or education altogether. It is the early awareness of problems that students may be
experiencing beyond the course that enables tutors to suggest ways of managing the situation
or to offer support services that can help to keep students in education.

Tutorial programme

Many schools and colleges produce a common programme that all students follow and that is
delivered by the personal tutor. In schools this is taught alongside the National Curriculum and
is often known as personal social education and usually covers citizenship, and health and sex
education. At 16-plus, the tutorial programme will probably cover induction activities,
individual study skills and learning styles, revision and examination techniques and planning for
higher education or a career. At 17-plus, application to higher education or employment will
be a major feature, along with issues such as financial planning and living independently of
parents. Teaching resources are usually provided for use in these sessions and a typical two
years’ programme might look like the one inTable 13.3.
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One group of 16–19 personal tutors at Godalming Sixth Form College produced the following
list of the criteria of a good tutorial:

• The activities sustain interest, engage students and maintain a purposeful
working atmosphere.

• The tutor is well organized and the lesson starts promptly.
• The classroom is appropriately arranged for the activity.
• The purpose of the activities is made clear to the students.



Table 13.3 Tutorial programme
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(Hewitt, 2002)
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• The tutor communicates clearly and effectively with all students.
• The tutor ensures that all students are involved in the activity.
• The tutor ensures that students listen while others are making contributions.
• The tutor is aware of any learning difficulties the students may have.
• The tutor gives appropriate attention to equal opportunities, and cultural, spiritual and

social issues as part of the programme of work.
• The tutor strives to create an environment of mutual trust to enable him/her to carry out

the role of adviser in supporting his/her students on personal problems, fears and hopes.

TASK 13.3

• With a partner discuss what differences there are between the criteria above and
those you might expect to use to judge a good lesson in any subject. Should there
be differences between your roles as subject tutor and as personal tutor? If so,
what are they and why should they be apparent in delivering the tutorial
programme?

• Would you include other topics in the tutorial programme? Provide a short
description of the area with reasons for its inclusion.

Citizenship

Citizenship is now a compulsory part of the National Curriculum and it is an important part of
16–19 tutorial programmes and the student’s experience. Bentley suggests that ‘developing
citizenship…is a gradual outward expansion, a series of learning experiences which encourages
constructive encounters with the needs, values, rights and varying perceptions of others’
(Bentley, 1998:63). He illustrates this process in the diagram shown in Figure 13.2.

The work within the school or college can support this process of developing citizenship.
Students can have direct experience by participating in the democratic process through student
representative elections to school or college student councils. Most governing bodies are
required to have a student member and students have the opportunity to serve on subject or
course review groups where they will have the responsibility of representing the views of
their peers.

Local issues that have a direct effect on the students can also be a way of providing them
with an insight into local politics and help them to realize that their view can be heard.
Lobbying for or involvement in the development of a skateboard park, a new sports centre or
social facilities will provide them with opportunities to develop their communication skills
while appreciating the mechanics, policies and finances of local government. Some enlightened
and innovative local councils are setting up student councils that work alongside the town
council so that the young people in the area feel that they have a voice and an impact on
the locality.
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at weekends or participating in any local community project provides useful experience for
building a CV but also for developing social awareness.

In the tutorial programme, political awareness sessions help students to understand the
workings of Parliament, the concept of ‘right’ and ‘left’ in politics, the first-past-the-post and
proportional representation systems, and our role in the European Union and the United
Nations. The quizzes in Table 13.4 are stimulating starting points for discussions on politics
and provide you immediately with an assessment of the students’ knowledge and
understanding and the basis for a research exercise in the learning resource centre.

Exploration of equal opportunities policies and issues in the college or the workplace will
encourage debates on discrimination, disability and diversity (see Table 13.5). Discussion of
the college charter can be a good starting point, with issues and suggestions made by the group
then referred to the college council for action. The opportunity to discuss these core issues
with a generation considered to be politically inert emphasizes the importance of the role of
the personal tutor and the impact you might have on the citizens of the future.

Figure 13.2 The process of developing citizenship
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Conservation and community projects, often undertaken as part of the Duke of Edinburgh
Award scheme, give students an insight into other organizations and ways of changing the
society in which they live. Working in play schemes for younger children during the holidays or



Table 13.4 Political awareness quizzes

(Kirby, in Hewitt with Dunnett and Kirby, 2001)
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Table 13.5 An equal opportunities quiz

TASK 13.4

• Using the materials above as a starting point, write a lesson plan showing how you
would use them in one tutorial and follow them up in the second session.

• Consider topics you would include in a tutorial programme to develop students’
understanding of local and national government and their role in them as citizens.

• Many students feel that voting for an MP has little to do with them—how would
you convince them to use their vote?

• What other experiences could you provide in the classroom to provide students
with an understanding of their role as citizens?

• What activities would you suggest that the college or school should offer students
to develop their understanding and experience of citizenship?
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Careers guidance and education

Although colleges and schools have excellent careers departments, they will need you to advise
and support individual students in their applications to higher education, a gap year or
employment. As we saw in Chapter 6, understanding the demands of higher education and the
reality of living away from home is essential if your students are not to be part of the growing
group of drop-outs in their first year at university. The tasks you may be asked to undertake as
part of this process are:

• exploring opportunities available at 18-plus;
• developing an awareness of the local and national labour markets and higher education;
• developing individual career plans by helping students to make a realistic assessment of

their strengths and aspirations;
• understanding an application process;
• completing the application form;
• supporting students in writing personal statements and letters of application;
• teaching students interview techniques;
• helping students to understand the rudiments of employment law;
• exploring financial planning, accommodation and legal issues.

So you will be a careers adviser, lawyer, life coach, bureaucrat, welfare officer and fortune
teller or seer! Actually you will have a great deal of support from the organizer of your tutorial
programme who should provide all the information you need and activities for you to
undertake with your students. What you actually need is the ability to know your students
well and to support them in setting realistic goals, and organizational skills to monitor their
progress in the application process. 

Writing references

As you are more likely to know your students better than anyone else, you will probably be
asked to write a reference for them for part-time work, full-time employment or higher
education. Some of these requests may come several years after the student has left full-time
education so it is important that records are kept so that the reference can be compiled even if
you are no longer working in the school or college.

In compiling a reference for a student the following checklist may be of use:

• achievements prior to entry and in your institution;
• education history—list of schools or colleges attended with dates;
• subjects or course followed with dates;
• subject reports from tutors;
• extra-curricular activities;
• achievements outside education;
• personal qualities and skills;
• attitude to peers and tutors;
• punctuality and attendance rates.

THE PERSONAL TUTOR 185



In some cases it can be quite a juggling act to be honest while giving students the best chance
possible in their quest for higher education and employment. Asking another tutor who knows
the student to read your reference can provide you with an unbiased eye and assure you that
you have been fair in your appraisal.

As a starting point, the students’ self-assessment exercise in Figure 13.3 can provide you
with a great deal of material for your individual discussions with students about their
career plans.

This can lead to a careers action plan (see Figure 13.4) in which students agree targets with
you and undertake research or action, which you are able to support and monitor. Both
exercises provide you with a framework for individual work with your students.
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TASK 13.5

• Consider the two time lines in Figure 13.5. Write a list of how their direct
experience would help each newly qualified teacher in supporting his/her
students in planning their career.

Figure 13.5Time lines for two newly qualified teachers
• Consider your life so far. Draw a time line from 16 to the present time, plotting

your career and experience. Make a note of what you can offer your students
through direct experience and what you may have to research or ask others to
provide to enable you to cover the topics listed in the section on careers guidance
and education above.

• Complete the self-assessment (Figure 13.3) and use it as the basis of discussion
with a partner on the way in which your life and career decisions have been made.

• Produce your own action plan for your teaching career over the next 10 years,
setting yourself realistic short- and long-term goals.



Figure 13.3 Self-assessment exercise
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Figure 13.4 Career action plan
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Providing personal, emotional and social support

Once again, you are not expected to be an expert or professional counsellor in this area of
your work and you should be supported by those who are. Your job is to act as a first point of
contact for students and to refer them on to those who can provide professional support. You
will, however, need to have good interpersonal skills and sensitivity to cope effectively with
the demands of this aspect of your role.

The first rule when students approach you in need of such support is: NEVER PROMISE
CONFIDENTIALITY. You have no idea what students are about to tell you and keeping
certain disclosures confidential could bring you into conflict with the college or school or even
the law. In his discussion of confidentiality, May (1999) observes that tutors keep their doors
open while counsellors shut them. Counsellors working within the institution while observing
the boundaries of confidentiality will have to decide what information should be given to whom
and how this will affect the counselling relationship. Their decision will be taken with the
support of their professional code of conduct but your role does not equip you for this so the
safest way of approaching the problem is to say to the student, ‘I cannot promise to keep what
you tell me confidential but you and I will decide together who should share it if that
is necessary.’

You need to understand what the counselling service can offer and when it is the right time
to refer a student to the counsellor. This disengagement can be difficult if you have formed a
good relationship with the student. You need to:

• respond—listen to the student so that you may evaluate the action or support that
is needed;

• agree an appropriate plan of action with the student;
• communicate with others who may be able to offer appropriate support to the student.

Active listening is the first step in offering support to students. You need to find an appropriate
place and time. If you are about to teach a lesson when a student approaches you, make an
appointment later so that you have time to listen without distraction. Find a space where you
will not be interrupted and where you can both be comfortable, and then listen to what the
student says and how s/he says it.

Communication does not consist of words alone but tone of voice and body language play a
large part. Mehrabian (1971) broke down communication into:
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• 7 per cent verbal;
• 38 per cent vocal, including tone of voice, inflection, pauses;
• 55 per cent non-verbal or body language.



Often students have difficulty in finding the words to describe their feelings and with
experience you will become practised at spotting the ‘subtext’ or the message beneath their
words (see Table 13.6).

Such conversations are typical with young adults who are in need of help yet avoid
confronting the problem. You can try to reflect their feelings in the hope of breaking down the
adversarial tone: ‘I can see you’re angry now I’ve mentioned your weight loss. Would it help
if you talked to me or the counsellor about it?’

Another approach could be to use prompt questions to move the student into the area you
would like to discuss: ‘You tell me that you haven’t been on a diet so how do you feel about
losing so much weight?’

Your careful use of non-judgemental questions and prompts could move the student to
confronting a situation or taking action. It is the student’s problem and, although you can offer
support, it is the student who will have to find a solution.

Help the student to sort out the problem by breaking down the mass of issues into single
points that can be approached one by one. This does not diminish the student’s problem but
may offer some strategies to approach parts of the problem. At the end of the conversation
summarize the points that you have agreed and make a note of them so that you can review
them with the student at a later meeting.

Students may come to you with problems with their subject or a particular tutor
(see Table 13.7).

Table 13.6 Text and subtext
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Table 13.7 Student having problems with a tutor

Resources

A useful book providing practical advice on ways in which tutors can support students is
Counselling Skills for Teachers by Gail King (1999). It will provide you with advice and guidance
but it should not replace the professional support of a counselling service.
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Your might find the following list of contact numbers and Web sites useful for your own
research or to offer to a student who may not wish to make direct contact with a counsellor.
Students who are confident using text messages and chat rooms on the Internet may prefer this
as a way of discussing their problems rather than face-to-face contact.

Counselling services and helplines include:

Al Anon
Childline
Cruse (bereavement care)
Eating Disorders Association
Health Information Service
Lesbian & Gay Switchboard

020 7403 0888
0800 1111
Local number
01603 621414
0800 665544
020 7837 7324

National AIDS Helpline 0800 567123
National Drugs Helpline 0800 776600
Samaritans Local number
Victim Support 020 7735 9166
Youth Counselling Service 01276 676048
         
Key Web site addresses include:
Childline Web site for children http://www.childline.org.uk
Computers in Mental Health http://www.ex.ac.uk/cimh/
Connexions Service http://www.connexions.gov.uk
Depression Resources List http://www.execpc.com/ corbeau/
Go Ask Alice http://goaskalice.columbia.edu/
Health Education Authority Web site for
children aged 14–16

http://www.mindbodysoul.gov.uk

International Society for Mental Health
Online (ISMHO)

http://www.ismho.org/

Internet Mental Health http://www.mentalhealth.com/
Learnfree Parents Service http://www.learnfree.co.uk
Mental Health Net http://www.mentalhelp.org.uk
Metanoia http://metanoia.org/
NetPsychology—Exploring Online Delivery
of Mental Health

http://netpsych.com/

Psych Central (formerly Grohol’s Mental
Health Page)

http://psychcentral.com/

The Student Counselling Virtual Pamphlet
Collection at the University of Chicago

http://ujs.bsd.uchicago.edu/scrs/vpc/
virtulats.htm

The Samaritans http://www.samaritans.org.uk/
Trust Study for Adolescence (TSA) http://www.tsa.uk.com
TSA Youth Counselling Network ycn@tsa.uk.com
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TASK 13.6

In pairs, work on the following role-plays with one of you playing the tutor and the
other the student. If you have a third member of the group, that person could act as
observer, noting your body language and the ‘tutor’s’ response to it:

• A student comes to tell you that she is pregnant.
• A student asks you to intercede in a conflict with his politics tutor who has

accused him of copying an assignment from the Internet.
• A student comes to tell you that the reason she is behind with her work is that her

parents expect her to work in their corner shop every evening until 10 pm.

Working with parents

In most schools or colleges you will provide parents with reports on students’ progress. You may
attend parents’ consultation evenings where you will discuss your students’ progress with or
without the student present and, if there is cause for concern beyond these routine types of
contact, you may need to have a meeting with the student and parents.

Schools and colleges will have routines and procedures that you will be advised to follow
when coming into contact with parents. Many will expect supporting evidence to be produced
for use in the meeting. These may include:

• accurate records of student attendance and performance;
• evidence of the standard of a student’s work;
• evidence of target setting or action planning with the outcomes;
• any contract that has been agreed between you and the student with evidence to support it;
• any involvement of senior members of staff.

Most of the time you will find that parents are supportive and appreciative of your time and
effort. Occasionally you will have to deal with a parent who wishes to complain about you, the
college or another member of staff and then it is essential that you have the documentary
evidence described above.

The need to keep accurate records that support your argument will be needed at the meeting.
Too often students tell their parents what they think they want to hear rather than the truth, which
might be uncomfortable when it is revealed. So a meeting with the student, parents and a member
of senior staff is a way of facing the problem and working out a solution together. The purpose
of the meeting should be to find a way forward that is in the student’s best interests and the
‘agenda’ or shape of the meeting could be structured thus:

• Calmly state the problem as you see it, providing evidence.
• Listen carefully to their response.
• Provide further evidence to support your case or accept that you or the college is at fault.
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• Negotiate a way forward or plan of action that you, the student and the parent(s) accept.
• Arrange a review date or another meeting as appropriate.
• Send a letter to the parent(s) outlining the plan of action and relevant dates for action

as agreed.

Parents can often appear to be unfair or unreasonable in their expectations of you and the
college but you need to remember that it is the student who matters most and you should do
your best to put the student’s future at the core of all that you do.

TASK 13.7 TASK

In pairs discuss your responses to these letters from parents and the action that you
would take:

Dear Tutor

I would like to complain about the amount of work David’s art tutor expects him to
do. Each week for the last six weeks David has spent three evenings working until
midnight and all day Sunday on his art. This means that he has little time to play
cricket or to do work in any other subject.

I hope that you will be able to sort this out.

Yours truly
B Smith

Dear Tutor

I would like to ask your permission for Vanessa to visit her grandmother in Australia
for a month. She will miss the last week in November and the last three weeks of the
autumn term in December. She will make up all the work she has missed when she
returns.

Yours truly
A Minor

Dear Tutor

As my wife and I have now separated I would like to receive a second copy of all
documents to parents sent to my new address above. I am afraid that I shall be out of
the country for the next parents’ evening so I would be grateful if you could arrange
for me to meet Jane’s tutors when I am next in your vicinity on 23 February.

Yours truly
C Mann
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Dear Tutor

As you know we hope that George will be able to go to Cambridge University to
study anthropology. We would like to come in to meet you to discuss his application
as soon as possible. I would also be grateful if you would be able to have a word with
his geography teacher who has predicted George grade B. He does need all his
predicted grades at A if he is to stand a chance of getting an interview. 

Yours truly
A Brent

… a final word

Many tutors come into post-16 education as passionate evangelists for their subject and
reluctantly agree at the interview to undertake the role of personal tutor in addition to their
subject tutoring. Often untrained and unprepared, they face their tutor groups apprehensively
only to find that their jobs as personal tutors are as important as those they perform in the
subject departments. Through their good work the students can complete their course and
progress to higher education or a career confident of knowing how to survive and succeed in
the world of work or study and to play their part as citizens in the society of the future.
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14
Improving performance— external monitoring

Lin Le Versha

A major force in the 1990s in all age ranges and sectors of education was the desire to improve
standards. Educational provision from playgroups and nursery schools to degree courses is now
subject to a series of inspection systems where targets are set and monitored and league tables
and reports are produced that show comparative levels of achievement between providers at
every stage.

In 16–19 education there are four processes you will experience that will monitor your
performance and have as their impetus the desire to improve standards. These are:

• the quality improvement processes of your college school;
• the target setting and monitoring by governors;
• the monitoring of self-assessment and target setting by the local Learning and

Skills Councils;
• 16–19 inspections by OFSTED.

In some of these processes you will be directly involved, while in others you will only be
aware of them taking place from a distance but they will still have an effect on your practice.

Quality improvement processes

Your school or college will have its own processes for improving the quality of its provision
and in which you will be involved. The processes described below summarize the quality
assurance processes evident in most 16–19 schools and colleges:

• Strategic planning. All tutors should be involved in consultations on what is included in the
strategic plan, the strategic priorities that are set and how these should be achieved in the
development plan. The strategic plan may be produced to cover a three- or five-year period
with annual updates or it may be part of an annual planning cycle. Strategic priorities are
usually set annually along with the development plan. 

• College charter. The charter, which all students should receive, will include service standards
that are set and monitored. It could include detail on enrolment processes, the provision of
learning and tutorial support, the speed at which work should be marked and returned to
students, and administrative processes such as the time it will take for a UCAS or employment
reference to be produced. All charters should include a procedure for making complaints
about the teaching or services provided.



• Targets and performance indicators. Targets are set annually for recruitment, attendance,
retention and achievement for each subject. There may be generic targets, such as a college
target for attendance, but most of them will be specific to the department and the course so
that particular contexts are taken into account such as the quality of the intake.

• Annual reviews and self-assessment. Each year you will be involved in a self-assessment of your
department or course. The process of self-assessment will identify the strengths and
weaknesses of the department, set an action plan for the next academic year and review the
actions carried out in the last year. More detailed discussion of this process is
undertaken later.

• Observation of teaching and learning. You will find that your teaching and your students’
learning may be observed by several people including your NQT mentor, your head of
department, senior managers and inspectors. This process is also discussed later.

• Monitoring and tracking of students. All students are monitored and tracked from recruitment
to their destination when they leave the college. Information on their learning programme,
their attendance, their performance on internal assessments or reports, and their
achievements on external assessments will all be recorded on the management information
system (MIS).

Managers have access to the MIS so that they may take action to intervene if, for
example, the retention of a course drops below the target. Student support managers or
tutors will use it to monitor a student’s attendance or performance so that support may be
offered and you may use it to discover details on a student such as individual learning
needs, patterns of attendance or entry results.

• Student evaluations. Students now make routine evaluations of the teaching and the services
they receive. They may be asked to comment on the quality of:

– their enrolment and induction;
– the variety of teaching styles they experience;
– the support they are given in completing assignments;
– the speed at which assignments are returned to them;
– the usefulness of the comments they receive on marked work;
– the value of tutorials;
– the careers guidance and support they receive;
– the standard of the cleaning in the rooms they use;
– the provision of recreational facilities.

The list is endless! You will find that there is an annual cycle of seeking student views
on a variety of topics through questionnaires, focus groups, course review groups and
individual interviews. The analysis of these surveys should be fed back to students along
with the action that will be taken as a result.

• Moderation of assessed work. You will probably find that, after you have set and marked a few
assignments, a moderation exercise will be undertaken with your head of department or
another tutor who has experience of teaching your course. You will be given the
opportunity to look at each other’s marking and grading of assignments, and the awarding
of marks will be compared with the criteria of the examination board or the department.

To establish what a piece of A-grade work looks like and to distinguish between an E and
a D is a useful exercise even for the most experienced tutors, and ensures that standards of
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marking across the department are consistent. Such procedures take place annually if
coursework is being submitted for external examinations.

If you teach on VCE courses you will find that there are well-established internal
verification procedures that originated in Intermediate and Advanced GNVQ courses.
Regular meetings are held between tutors and an internal verifier to ensure that standards
of assessment are consistent within and between departments offering the award. An
external verifier will then assess a sample of portfolios to check that the moderation and
verification procedures in the college are rigorous and robust.

• Appraisal. Each year you will experience an appraisal or review. You may be observed teaching
as part of this process and you will have an individual interview with your line manager or
head of department. In the meeting you will review your performance, experience and
achievements of the previous year and set targets for the next academic year. These may be
numerical targets on retention and achievement rates for your course(s) or they may be
actions that you will undertake.

Your appraiser should provide clear expectations of your performance for the next
year and offer you support or opportunities for the personal and professional development
you need to meet those expectations. If, for example, your head of department would like
you to produce a scheme of work and resources for a new examination specification then
you should be offered an appropriate course run by the examination board.

TASK 14.1

• Look at the areas covered above and decide how each could change your approach
to teaching. Put your responses in a grid like that in Table 14.1.

Table 14.1
Quality processes and their effects on teaching

Now with a partner compare lists and put the quality processes in rank
order—the process that will have the most direct effect on you first and the one
that will have the least effect last. Would this rank order be the same if you were
a head of department?

• Consider your classroom practice. Think of two processes that you could
undertake to assure you that you are teaching to the right standard and that your
students are learning. Who can you involve in the processes and how would you
carry them out? (See Table 14.2)
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Table 14.2
Quality processes and standard of teaching

• Consider the ways in which personal and professional needs might be met using
the checklists in Table 14.3. Look at the development need in the first column
and link it with one or more of the range of strategies in the second column.

Table 14.3
Development needs and strategies
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• Now consider your personal and professional needs at the moment. Discuss with
a partner ways in which you will meet them, how long that will take and how you
know that you have been successful, using a grid like that in Table 14.4.

Table 14.4
Meeting needs

Governors

You will probably meet members of your governing body at your induction or when
governors come to visit your department. Most governors are linked to the curriculum
through subjects or faculties or take responsibility to cover cross-college areas such as careers,
learning support or estates and premises.

Governors are responsible for:

• maintaining the mission, values and educational character of the college;
• ensuring that the strategic plan supports the development of the mission of the college and

the funding council’s framework;
• maintaining a strategic overview of the curriculum and quality issues;
• ensuring that targets are set for the curriculum that will lead to quality improvement and meet

the requirements of the funding body;
• ensuring that the financial management of the college is sound and that resources are used

according to agreed policies and procedures in support of the strategic plan;
• overseeing the admission, assessment, examination and discipline of students and the

procedures for providing learning support;
• ensuring that policies and procedures meet all legislative requirements for health

and safety.

There is a fine but crucial dividing line between ‘governance’ and ‘management’. Governors
should, for example, be involved in the appraisal of senior managers in the college. They are
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not, however, expected to be involved in the implementation of the targets, only in
monitoring the outcomes at the next appraisal. Governors will approve the policy on equal
opportunities but they have no say in how it is to be implemented. This is left to the
management of the college.

All governors are volunteers and receive no payment for the work that they do in
supporting and monitoring the operations of the college. Governors can often provide a
refreshing view of an issue based on their personal expertise and experience but they must not
perform in a professional capacity. Solicitors, architects or marketing managers may be useful
to inform debate on certain topics but they are not permitted to offer professional advice in
their role as governors.

TASK 14.2

• If you are in a college or school find out which governor is linked to your subject
area and what he/she has seen on visits.

• What activities would you suggest that governors might undertake to help them
become familiar with the members of staff and students without getting involved
in management of the school or college?

Self-assessment and target setting

Annual self-assessment reports have been produced in colleges since 1997, when the Further
Education Funding Council introduced them as the basis of the inspection framework (FEFC,
1997). The introduction of self-evaluation meant that quality improvement systems had a
much greater effect on the work of the tutor by increasing individual accountability and
introducing graded lesson observation.

Colleges were expected to produce self-assessment reports for each subject or curriculum
area and grade them using a 1–5 scale, with grade 1 as the highest score. The reports had to
provide evidence for the judgements that were being made and include lesson observation
grades (on the same five-point scale), data on the achievement and retention of students and
value-added information. Cross-college reports were produced and similarly graded to provide
information for the seven areas of inspection:

• the mission of the college;
• the curriculum;
• student support and guidance;
• resources;
• quality;
• management;
• governance.

The development of this inspection framework had a direct effect on the tutor in the classroom.
Each department became accountable for its examination results and retaining the students
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that it had recruited. Individual tutors were expected to explain why their examination results
were above those of their colleagues and what they had done to maintain high retention levels.
Obviously those with lower achievement and retention results were also called to account!
The classroom door, which had been pushed open by appraisal systems in 1991, was opened
wide by the requirement to provide evidence of what was happening in the classroom.

The accuracy of the self-assessment report was the subject of the opening paragraph in each
section of the inspection report. It was, therefore, important to ensure that classroom
observation grades were realistic, robust and reflected the standards expected by inspectors
and that strengths and weaknesses in the area were identified accurately and acted upon.
All tutors were expected to participate in this process within their subject department and in
any cross-college area in which they worked.

The demise of the FEFC and the introduction of the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and
the Common Inspection Framework (OFSTED) in April 2001 led to a change of emphasis.
The self-assessment process has continued and is now monitored by the LSC and, although
used in OFSTED inspections, these now concentrate primarily on teaching and learning and
the experience of students in colleges.

Self-assessment

The LSC in Raising Standards in Post 16 Learning (2001) outlines the self-assessment process it
expects colleges to follow and the local LSC to monitor. The rigour of the process is stressed
along with the need to involve all tutors and students in the college. The report has to follow a
similar structure to that used by the FEFC of identifying strengths and weaknesses and has to
produce grades for each area of provision on the five-point scale used by OFSTED
(see ‘Inspection’ below). Again any disparity between the grades awarded by the college and
by the inspectorate will indicate a flawed quality assurance process. Although the college can
present the report using its own structure, that structure is expected to ‘be similar to that of
published inspection reports’ (LSC, 2001:17).

The self-assessment report then leads to a development plan that will show what action is
being taken to improve provision by building on strengths and addressing weaknesses.
Each action is linked to a target for improvement with clear outcomes that will indicate that
the action has been successfully completed within a given time-scale.

The local LSC (LLSC) monitors the self-assessment process. A copy of the self-assessment
report and the development plan are sent to the LLSC and, through two or three visits a year,
progress on the plan is checked. More frequent visits will be made if there is concern about the
performance in a college.

Target setting

The LLSC will also monitor the targets set for recruitment, retention and achievements by the
college. They are expected to be realistic, lead to improvement and to be set with reference to
benchmarks. For example, if you are teaching A level English you would refer to national
statistics for the number of students who pass the subject and how many achieve grades A-C
and would set your targets accordingly.
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You may refer to specific benchmarks for your sector and use as a guide the pass rates and
high grades achieved by schools, sixth form colleges and tertiary or general further education
colleges. The LSC has plans to produce benchmarks on:

• value-added data;
• recruitment;
• retention;
• participation rates;
• student destinations;
• student satisfaction;
• health and safety;
• value for money.

An example of a departmental self-assessment report is given in Figure 14.1.

TASK 14.3

Look at the self-assessment report in Figure 14.1 and discuss the following questions
with a partner:

• What is the value of including more than one year’s data?
• How good is the department at setting realistic targets?
• What do you learn about the department from the ‘success rate’ figure?
• Do you think the strengths and weaknesses are supported by the data?
• What would you suggest they should do about the concerns expressed in the

student survey?
• Do you think that the review of last year’s action plan has led to improvements?

What are they? Which do you think have been the most effective?
• Are the actions for the next academic year going to lead to improvements? If you

were running the department, which two or three actions would you take as
top priority?

• Can you think of any other actions not included in the report that could lead to
improvements in the department?

• What grade would you award the department and why? Use the 1–5 grading scale
for departments where 1 is excellent, 2 is good, 3 is satisfactory, 4 is
unsatisfactory and 5 is very weak.

204 TEACHING FOR LEARNING



Fi
gu

re
 1

4.
1 

 D
ep

ar
tm

en
ta

l s
el

f-
as

se
ss

m
en

t r
ep

or
t  

 

205



 

206



207



 

208



Inspection

All schools and colleges in England and Wales are subject to inspection as part of a four-year
cycle. From 2001, under the Learning and Skills Act 2000 all post-16  education in colleges
will be inspected according to the Common Inspection Framework (CIF). Schools with sixth
forms have modified arrangements as a part of their inspection process and a report of the
inspection is now sent to their LLSC. 

OFSTED has been given the responsibility for inspecting provision for 16- to 19-year-old
students in sixth form and further education colleges while the Adult Learning Inspectorate
(ALI) has powers to inspect post-16 work-based training and adult education. When a college
offers courses requiring OFSTED and ALI inspection, this should be undertaken during the
same week. Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools in England (HMCI) has the responsibility
for publishing the reports on the provision, undertaking joint college and area inspections and
ensuring that OFSTED and ALI inspectors follow the CIF.

What happens in an inspection?

The purpose of inspection is to analyse the ‘efficiency and effectiveness of the provision of
education and training in meeting the needs of students’ (OFSTED, 2002:3).
The inspection should:

• provide an independent account of the quality of teaching and learning;
• encourage improvement by highlighting good practice and identifying strengths

and weaknesses;
• inform the DfES and LSC of the quality of post-16 education;
• promote a culture of self-assessment;
• encourage continuous improvement;
• maintain high quality and standards.

The four-yearly inspections will:

• analyse the achievements of the learners—taking account of three-year trends;
• inspect the quality of teaching and learning;
• make judgements on the range of the curriculum offered and the extent to which it is

educationally and socially inclusive;
• explore the extent of the support provided for students;
• inspect provision for students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities;
• comment on the effectiveness of management and leadership;
• comment on quality assurance processes and improvement;
• comment on the value for money offered by the college.

The inspection is managed by the reporting inspector, who has a team of subject inspectors
supporting him/her. The financial systems of the college are inspected by an auditor at the same
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time as the inspection of education provision. The college is able to appoint an internal
nominee to join the inspection team to ensure that the evidence represents the college fairly.

The subject inspectors observe lessons for four days during the inspection week in the
classroom, the workplace or the community. They evaluate student work, the effectiveness of
college documents and policies, and student records, particularly of those with special
educational needs.

Lesson observations are at the centre of the inspection. An inspector may observe tutorials,
group and individual activities, students working in resource areas, on work experience or on
fieldwork, enrichment and extra-curricular activities in addition to the sessions in classrooms
and laboratories. When an inspector enters the classroom s/he will ask to see the tutor’s
register or mark book, a plan for the lesson and any other relevant documentation. S/he will
stay in the lesson for a minimum of 30 minutes and may talk to individual students, look at
their work or ask to see their notebooks or folders.

The inspector provides brief verbal feedback to you following the lesson or later in the day
and comments on ‘what went well, what was less successful and what could be done more
effectively’ (OFSTED, 2002:14). Three grades are awarded for learning, teaching and
attainment on a seven-point scale. You are not told the specific three grades awarded for the
lesson but they will be presented as a profile of grades awarded to the department or area
as a whole.

The lesson observation grade profile is:

• Grade 1—excellent;
• Grade 2—very good;
• Grade 3—good;
• Grade 4—satisfactory;
• Grade 5—unsatisfactory;
• Grade 6—poor;
• Grade 7—very poor.

Student views on the teaching, learning and support provided in a subject area play an
important part in assessing the effectiveness of that area. Chatting to students in lessons,
meetings with groups of students, and discussions and analysis of formal evaluations will inform
the inspector’s judgement.

In addition to lesson observations you may also be asked to meet an inspector to discuss
your role within the department and the way in which college policies and procedures are
carried out. In any feedback session your comments should not be identified individually.

In your department you will have a collection of documents in a subject file, which the
inspector will examine. Most of this paperwork you will have as part of your normal
departmental documentation and you should not need to create it especially for the inspection.
This will include:

• CVs and job descriptions for staff in your department;
• department, course or subject self-assessment reports;
• student evaluations or course reviews with the actions taken as a result;
• course and subject specifications and schemes of work;
• samples from a range of students’ assessed work;

210 TEACHING FOR LEARNING



• samples of student records including tutorial records, action plans and learning plans;
• staff development undertaken by members of staff in the department;
• college and departmental policies.

The inspectors will be looking for evidence to answer the following seven key questions during
the inspection and the notes below provide you with an indication of the ways in which they
will look for this evidence:

1. How well do learners achieve? This is an analysis of achievement and retention rates in
relation to benchmarks, the value-added score of students and the extent to which target
setting encourages high standards to be met.

2. How effective are teaching, training and learning? Judgements are made on how well the area
meets individual needs and course requirements, the progress and attainment of learners,
the quality of teaching and enrichment activities.

3. How do resources affect achievement and learning? This question explores the adequacy and
suitability of staff and how effectively equipment, accommodation and learning resources
are used in a subject.

4. How effective are the assessment and monitoring of learners’ progress? The rigour and use of
assessment as a formative part of the planning and learning processes are evaluated.

5. How well do the programmes and courses meet the needs and interests of learners? This is an
evaluation of the extent to which courses meet learners’ ambitions and potential, satisfy
external requirements and are responsive to local needs.

6. How well are learners guided and supported? This question covers individual guidance on
entry to and exit from the college, the extent to which individual needs are met and the
accessibility and quality of individual support.

7. How effective are leadership and management in raising achievement and supporting all learners?
This summative question attempts to draw together judgements from all inspectors and
the auditor on the leadership in the college, the effectiveness of the governors, how
improvement is achieved through quality assurance and self-assessment processes, and the
extent to which equal opportunities are promoted in the college.

At the end of the inspection week the subject inspector will give formal feedback to the head
of department or the manager responsible for the subject area. In addition to the grades
awarded for lesson observation, the inspector will provide a list of strengths and areas for
improvement in the subject area and an overall grading for the area on a five-point scale (the
subject area grade profile):

• Grade 1—outstanding;
• Grade 2—good;
• Grade 3—satisfactory;
• Grade 4—unsatisfactory;
• Grade 5—very weak.

Feedback will then be provided to the principal, senior staff and governors on each area
inspected and on the leadership and management, and the adequacy of the college.

IMPROVING PERFORMANCE—MONITORING 211



Arrangements will be made, if necessary, for reinspecting subject areas or the entire college
between 12 and 18 months later if they are not judged to be satisfactory.

Following the euphoria and exhaustion that permeates most staffrooms in the wake of an
inspection, the college produces an action plan to address the weaknesses identified in the
inspection and this is monitored by the local LSC.

TASK 14.4

Go to the OFSTED Web site www.ofsted.gov.uk. Find two inspection reports that
include the area in which you teach. Look at the strengths, areas for improvement and the
text; then compare the two departments, making suggestions on what you would include
in the action plan to improve their performance.

Lesson observation

As a newly qualified teacher, you can expect that your teaching will be observed by a variety of
people and for a variety of purposes, which could include those shown in Table 14.5.

Table 14.5 Purposes of observation:
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Preparing for a classroom observation

The purpose of the lesson observation will determine the preparations you make for it.
Lessons observed as part of your personal and professional development will be different from
those for inspection both in the role of the observer and in their outcomes.

For all lessons you will need to provide the observer with:

• the scheme of work and the place of the lesson you are teaching in it;
• a lesson plan incorporating your learning objectives, the activities you and the students will

be undertaking, an idea of the time you will spend on each activity, the resources you will
use and any assignment or work the students will do (for a more detailed discussion of
lesson planning, see Chapter 8);

• copies of handouts, textbooks or other resources you will use.

For lessons where you are to be observed as part of your personal development you should
meet the observer some days before the lesson to discuss the areas on which s/he will focus.
These could include:

• questioning techniques;
• group work;
• tutor input;
• use of IT in the classroom;
• organization of practical work;
• individual involvement of students;
• managing males and females;
• classroom management;
• pace of teaching;
• balance between teaching and learning;
• the range of activities;
• managing individual learning;
• differentiation;
• managing coursework or assignments;
• providing feedback to students.

In fact any area of work in the classroom may be selected as the focus for a classroom
observation. In discussing the lesson you may cover its context, aims and objectives, the
activities that will be seen and when the observer may have the opportunity to chat to students
or look at their notebooks or files. At this point mention any students who have learning
difficulties or individual needs or whose behaviour may need explanation.

The position of the observer in the room is important as s/he should be able to see your
teaching and also observe the students’ learning. A seat at the front of the classroom against
one wall allows the observer to see you at the front of the class and the students’ faces without
being in the direct line of your vision constantly. Even the most experienced teachers are
nervous when their teaching is observed but by careful preparation you can make the observer
part of the process.
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If you are being observed for appraisal, self-assessment or inspection you may not know
exactly when you will be visited. The observer will expect to receive a lesson plan,
your attendance register and your mark book when s/he enters the classroom. Explanation of
the context and of the performance or behaviour of particular students will usually have to
wait until the feedback.

Feedback

If the observation is part of your personal development then you can expect a detailed feedback
session where the observer will go through the lesson commenting on what s/he has observed
and making suggestions on how you might improve your practice. You will be able to discuss
strategies that you may employ in the future and agree an action plan as a result of the lesson.
This may involve changing your approach to planning or to classroom practice. To support you
the observer might suggest that you observe other tutors’ lessons to see how they manage that
particular area of work. It is useful to observe lessons from other subject areas, for when you
are not fully conversant with the content you are able to concentrate solely on the
management of teaching and learning.

Feedback from a formal observation will be brief, concentrating on a summary of the
strengths and areas for improvement in the lesson observed. At this point you should have the
opportunity to comment on the context of the lesson or the effects of individual students on
the lesson.

The sheet in Figure 14.2 was filled in during an observation of a lesson.

TASK 14.5

Using the observation sheet in Figure 14.2, discuss with a partner: 1) the grades you
would award for the lesson and your reasons for doing so; 2) the action plan you would
develop if you were the tutor and the support you might need in achieving it.
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The following checklist is produced for observers by the External Quality Review (EQR)
Consortium. This is a group of 20 colleges in the south of England, supported by three
consultants, who organize peer reviews between colleges to support their quality
improvement processes. As part of the training, the reviewers use the aide-mémoire to consider
what they should observe in the classroom and what makes a good lesson. It also provides an
excellent checklist for you to use when you are being observed. EQR videos, used in training
tutors to observe lessons, may be in your college or school and these provide excellent
examples of ways in which lessons may be observed and the ways in which feedback is given.



Figure 14.2 Feedback from lesson observation

Aide-mémoire for lesson observation
How effective is the learning of all learners?

• Learners understand the purpose of the lesson and what they are expected
to achieve.
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• Learners are confident, and know how well they are doing and what they need
to improve.

• The interests of learners are engaged and sustained and they participate well.
• Learners build on and develop previous learning and make progress at least

appropriate to their capacity.
• Learners, as appropriate, demonstrate a capacity for working independently

and collaboratively
• Learners have access to and make effective use of appropriate learning and

IT resources.
• Learners respond to feedback from their teachers that enables them to

make progress.
• Learners apply effort to succeed with their work, work productively and make

effective use of their time.
• Learners complete tasks and activities successfully.

How well does the teaching promote the learning of all learners?

• Planning and preparation:

– The lesson is well prepared and well structured and takes account of the
learners’ needs.

– The teacher has clear and appropriate aims and objectives, which are
explained to the learners.

– The lesson builds on previous learning.

• Techniques/approaches:

– The teacher demonstrates sound, up-to-date knowledge of the subject.
– The teacher gives clear explanations and instructions and the lesson is

appropriately paced.

– The activities used are appropriate and effective and challenge and
inspire learners.

– The teacher, as appropriate, makes good use of opportunities for independent
and group learning.

– Basic and/or key skills are developed and applied systematically.

• Attention to individual needs:

– Learners experience a variety of teaching and learning strategies during
the course.

– Equal opportunity issues are handled appropriately.
– The teacher takes account of the ability range in the class and the work is

sufficiently challenging for all learners.
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– Learners, as appropriate, are encouraged to draw on their own experience.

• Managing the learning process:

– The lesson starts promptly
– The teacher promotes good working relationships that foster learning.
– Learners have a schedule with key dates for assessments etc so they can be

helped to plan their study.
– The teacher uses accommodation, equipment and support staff to best effect

and promotes safe working practice.

• Assessment and feedback:

– The teacher checks regularly learners’ progress, corrects mistakes and gives
prompt feedback to help them succeed.

– Learners are set a regular pattern of tasks, homework and assignments.
– Teachers assess work fairly, return it promptly and show how learners can

improve.
– Criteria for assessment/marking are explicit.
– The progress of individual learners is monitored carefully, records are kept

and learning plans are regularly updated.

To what extent do learners attain the expected standards?

• Learners acquire knowledge, skills and understanding appropriate to the syllabus
and the stage of the course.

• Learners acquire appropriate key skills and the skills of critical evaluation,
research and analysis.

• Learners attend regularly and are punctual.

(Furniss and Nicholls, 2001)

Your work as a personal tutor or as a subject tutor providing individual tutorials may also be
observed. If you are delivering the tutorial programme you will inevitably include many of the
suggestions above as examples of good practice in teaching a lesson. There are, however, other
facets that observers would be looking for in a tutorial not necessarily found in a
subject lesson:

• The tutor provides appropriate accommodation where the student and tutor may
talk privately.

• The tutor creates an environment of mutual trust so that s/he is able to offer support to the
student and the student feels able to ask for that support.

• Any actions agreed at a previous tutorial are reviewed.
• Any guidance given is impartial.
• Guidance is positive and linked to realistic and achievable targets.
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• Students are provided with information or directed to appropriate resources.
• Targets set are SMART and will lead to improvement.
• Action to be taken by the student and/or the tutor is summarized and agreed by both.
• Information on the tutorial is recorded and stored appropriately
• An appropriate appointment to follow up the tutorial is made.

You will be involved in improving your own performance as well as contributing to the
improvement of the quality of what the college offers. This is a constant process of
self-assessment, action planning and review. The more formal systems will be on paper and
open to external scrutiny. The informal evaluations will be undertaken by you in the classroom,
in daily discussions with your colleagues or in quiet reflection during your journey, at your
desk or even in the bath!

You will be part of a profession that has at its core the desire to improve the quality of every
aspect of the education and experience of its students. Standards may be set for you by
external agencies, and complex systems may be introduced to improve the quality of your
subject area but you, as the teacher, know that in the final analysis it is you who will make the
difference in the classroom. It is through your constant striving to improve the experience of
your students that standards will be raised and the quality of learning improved. You will learn
to reflect on your practice and to improve it and in the process you may well agree with the
wisdom of Socrates, who, centuries before quality assurance was heard of, declared ‘an
unexamined life is not worth living’.
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