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Executive Summary
Introduction
•
CUREE has been researching teaching and learning for 15 years drawing on published evidence from
across the world, reinforced by empirical studies into pedagogy and the curriculum in England. Our work
has spanned the education system from early years to further education and skills, and HE. We work with
colleges and schools across the UK, with national governments and agencies in the UK and overseas, and
with international agencies such as OECD. Our support for evidence-based practice in the FE system has
included regular publications summarising research relevant to leaders and practitioners (e.g. Inside
Evidence for QIA/LSIS), and direct support for FE practitioner research.
•
Over 15 years we have accumulated a large database of relevant and valid research on teaching and
learning and we have interrogated this to create this response to the Commission’s call for evidence. The
last 10 years has seen a large and welcome increase in the volume and quality of research into teaching
and learning. Regrettably, only a small proportion of it is located directly in the FE and skills sector.
However, as many of the findings from research in other sectors (especially secondary) are relevant to FE,
we draw on both school and post-school studies in this summary.
•
We are conscious that the call for evidence is likely to result in the Commission and its Secretariat being
buried in a mountain of words. In an effort to contribute as minimally as possible to this, we have used the
presentation format for our submission. We hope this makes it more readable – it has definitely made it
shorter. A full set of references to the sources cited can be found at the end. Where the sources are
accessible online we have tried to provide the relevant hotlink.

Back to Executive Summary landing page

Next

How useful is the evidence?
CUREE has analysed the research against the 6 themes in the Commission’s Call and has found a very wide
variation in the volume, depth and detail of the evidence. This is reflected in the length and detail of our
submission. Thus, our analysis reveals a rich set of useful, relevant and practical evidence on Managing
Reviewing and Assessing Learning. The themes Leading Adult Vocational Teaching and Learning and Teacher
training and CPD provided a lot of useful material with a considerable overlap between the two themes. This
is probably not surprising as the literature on leadership in educational contexts emphasises the development
dimension of the role. In contrast, the research in our database on the Higher Level Vocational Teaching and
Learning theme was rather abstract, tended to focus on HE in FE and offered little by way of a guide to action.
The evidence on Technology in education continues to show that technology is a valuable amplifier for a good
teacher but cannot substitute for one. Note that we have not dealt separately with international evidence as
the sources we have drawn on come from all over the world and, in particular from our systematic reviews of
international research.
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Overview and Implications
Overview
•

•

•

•

CUREE’s mission is to promote the use of research and evidence so we have focussed as far as possible on
research likely to be of practical use to policy makers and practitioners. As noted earlier, this still varies
considerably between themes. To try to make this submission more accessible and useful, we have pulled out
the key practical implications as we see them for the Sector and for the Commission. For most themes, these
are summarised on a single page but the richness of the material on Managing, Reviewing and Assessing
Learning means that their are several implications pages (one for each sub-section) plus an overall theme
summary.
We have tried to include in our submission major national or international studies (where they exist) with high
academic credibility and generalisability. These can be rather abstract and hard to relate to practice so we have
chosen to illustrate them with case study style sources – often undertaken as a form of action research by FE
practitioners. These are usually much easier to relate to but are inevitably very contextually specific. We hope
the combination gives credibility and practicality, and gives us a direction for future action.
For some themes, the research demonstrates a strong link between a particular pedagogic approach and
learner success. Small group work, for instance, is shown to be a very effective teaching and learning technique
but only if constructed carefully by the teacher in the form of co-operative groups. Small groups are widely
used in the sector but co-operative groups sadly less so. This is a valuable example of a practice where the
difference between effective and ineffective is small, subtle and quite hard to master.
Our analysis of the research on literacy and numeracy shows a widespread consensus in the literature of the
benefits of embedding English and Maths in vocational studies but also the difficulty of achieving this.
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Implications for the Role of Technology
There is widespread evidence about increased engagement for many (although not all) learners from effective
use of technology.
There are growing numbers of cases of effective use of technology for portfolio building, growing confidence in
participating in assessment and making challenging learning experiences ( because of cost, safety or complexity)
real
Evidence about positive effects in terms of student outcomes is harder to identify, not least because of the pace
of change in the technology itself. The role of technology enthusiasts and the preponderance of natural
innovators amongst technology users is also hard to isolate from the other variables.
But in most cases the key determining factors are the skills of the teachers in designing appropriate tasks and
creating appropriate learning pathways that are enhanced or made feasible by use of technology. So the
evidence from Teaching and learning theme also applies to the evidence in this theme .
The Commission may wish to consider amalgamating the two or making strong connections between them in its
findings – because without effective design of teaching and learning approaches the benefits of technology are
difficult, if not impossible, to realise.
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Implications for Higher level Vocational Education
There seem to be a range of learning, organisational and public relations benefits from offering higher level
vocational learning in FE.

But there is also a need to develop a distinctive ethos and to overcome early resistance to more challenging
learning experiences and requirements. Similarly there is a practical and cultural journey for FE colleagues to
take in moving form a supportive to a more challenging role.
Achieving such changes in culture and practice is likely to have wider benefits for vocational pedagogy and, as
the evidence for the teaching, learning and assessment theme shows, increasing the emphasis on challenges
for all students is an important way to strengthen teaching and learning for all students.
Establishing an appropriate pedagogy for HE learning in FE contexts spans organisational boundaries. So, as
for the embedding of LLN in vocational contexts, development work in this area provides an important
opportunity for sector leaders to model leadership of CPD and professional work based learning for teachers
through participation in R&D work that spans traditional boundaries
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Implications for CPD and teacher education
The evidence about the types of continuing professional learning and development activities that make most
difference to both teachers and their students is strong and well established. Practices that reflect such evidence
are much rarer for a range of reasons relating to costs, logistics, CPD expertise, capacity and low expectations
within the sector, and the need to thread together a series of structured professional learning activities over time.
Highly effective providers are already experimenting with the approaches that make a difference.CPD works in those
settings because leaders align staff and student learning and take a direct and active interest in both. A lack of
interest or expertise in either makes the other field of development vulnerable.
Nonetheless many of the most effective approaches to work based professional learning for teachers can be cost
effectively “wrapped around the day job” provided proper structures, tools and protocols are put into place and
supported by colleagues with specific expertise in relation to both the CPD process and its content.
•

•
•
•

An effective first step for providers at early stages of development is to investigate in depth existing starting points, capacities and
understandings about effective CPD.
A second stage is the identification of sector based expertise in making sue of effective CPDL strategies.
A third step is the development of tools and protocols that model the teaching and learning approaches that a are needed for
students and to work out how to model these as part of staff CPDL
A fourth step is to involve leadership teams and colleagues at all key levels across a provider in research and development work
designed to identify, build on and recognise effective professional learning and CPD capacity and practices.

By taking an active role in leading this work in their institutions and in drawing in specialist expertise from
elsewhere, Leaders will be killing two birds with one stone, they will be finding out what they need to know to lead
effective teaching and learning and modelling the key practices involved in ways that will influence staff.
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Implications for Managing and Assessing Learning - Overview
•
•

•

•

•

The evidence here highlights many good practices and emphasises in particular the importance of the
meaningful and contextualised opportunities that vocational education offers to learners.
But it also reveals the opposite side to this coin; the evidence about the extensive nature of uninspiring
teaching and learning is particularly worrying. It may well be that traditional forms of assessment and
learning are obscuring important ways of involving learners and teachers in ongoing formative assessment.
Similarly, the focus on vocational contexts seems to be obscuring ways of connecting learning with learners’
lives beyond the vocational learning setting..
This implies that the vocation specific traditions and practical demands of vocational education are a
challenging environment in which to experiment with new and more inspiring, participative, independent
and challenging approaches.
he approaches highlighted by the evidence here would do a great deal to address this if tackled in depth
and through effective approaches to CPD. It will be important for the Commission to model these practices
in its own approach to communicating its findings and recommendations. We hope the Commission can:
–

avoid quick fixes without underpinning opportunities to explore why they do and don’t work in different contexts, and:

–

Support offer opportunities to collect and analyse evidence about how changes in the teaching and learning offer from teachers is
being experienced by students.

What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander…. One of the most important routes for embedding
such approaches in day-to-day vocational education is ensuring that the teachers expected to make these
changes on behalf of their students get to experience their benefits first hand.
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Promoting independent learning and assessment
Independent learning in vocational settings can undoubtedly be designed to benefit from the motivation that
comes with applied learning.
But specific steps are needed to ensure learners develop meta-cognitive control of the learning process and
what they are learning.
Similarly assessment strategies and traditions in vocational settings may obscure the demands of AfL or restrict
full use of the quite demanding teaching and learning strategies that underpin independent learning, especially
AfL.
Teachers may be talking the talk but the Commission can do much to enable them to walk the walk by
promoting enquiry and coaching based, in-depth CPD opportunities for staff whose outputs can serve to
illustrate best practice and some of the common obstacles along the way

Collaboration and talk
In order to secure the benefits of collaboration in practical, vocational contexts, small group discussions need to
be structured. E.g. by involving groups of two to six students, using a specific stimulus to prompt/reveal a range
of views, designing tasks that depend on a substantive discussion task that is meaningful
Securing high quality talk requires planning and preparation by both staff and students and the relevance of such
talk to vocational learning may not always be immediately evident to students. Consistency of approach between
teachers and exploration with employers of the benefits to them of learning that involves this approach can
both be used to reinforce potential benefits.
The evidence argues for the Commission promoting these demanding but effective approaches to teaching and
learning. It also suggests that the Commission could model their use through its consultations with the
profession about its findings and next steps.
Continue
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Thinking skills
Thinking skills matter in their own right in vocational contexts just as much as in non vocational ones. They are
also important skills in ensuring that students access learning opportunities in appropriate depth.
Strategies that are effective in helping students develop effective thinking skills have much in common with
those that are important in securing depth in collaboration and developing the rare but important exploratory
talk in learning settings.
The Commission can help to build a virtuous circle of teaching and learning strategies, tools and practices by
promoting all three, illustrating the powerful connections between them and highlighting some of the
environmental condition s in the sector that encourage surface level adaption of what are seen as “techniques”
and militate against exploration in depth. Key here is enabling teachers to develop an understanding of not just
what works but why it does so that they can interpret approaches fro their students and contexts and make
connections between them.

Challenge
The focus in the sector on the needs and affective concerns of sector learners and the demands of the
vocational learning context seem to dominate the agenda and risk suppressing the development of specific
and explicit strategies for ensuring that every learner is appropriately challenged.
The Commission might want to probe further the reason for the lack of emphasis on challenge and the lack of
evidence about use of enquiry and open ended problem solving as a learning strategy across the sector.
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A supportive environment
There is extensive evidence about a wide range of sophisticated practices for creating a supportive learning
environment in vocational settings.
The identity of learners plays an important role here and many teachers in the sector are skilled in mobilising
learners’ desire to become scientists, engineers etc to create an effective and focussed classroom context.
The Commission may want to consider how to build on and harness this strength to ensure it is applied
consistently and in particular is used to encourage learners to develop literacy, numeracy, thinking and
collaboration skills as well as vocation specific ones

Vulnerable learners
The evidence about effective approaches to teaching and learning support for vulnerable learners seems to be
small scale and, understandably to focus on particular groups and contexts
This seems to be an areas where technology has a particular part to play and where personalisation of learning
is key.
Many of the strategies highlighted throughout this theme will be helpful to teachers in responding to such
needs but will need specific contextualisation in this context.
The Commission may wish to encourage, small scale studies of a wider range of cases followed by a suitably
theoretically underpinned meta-analysis to reveal and develop current best practice.
Back to Executive Summary landing page
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Implications for English and Maths in adult and
vocational education
The key message from the evidence about literacy and numeracy within vocational
education is that it is crucial to embed LLN in vocational contexts and to support such
embedding through partnerships between literacy and numeracy specialists and the
relevant vocational domain.
Although complex to achieve and requiring of a mix of specialist expertise, this
approach also creates opportunities to model practices consistent with evidence from
other themes , specifically relating to the leadership of teaching and learning and to
CPD. The inter-disciplinary nature of the development work creates a natural call for
leadership spanning organisational boundaries. It also offers a context in which
working out how to meet aspirations for students via exploration similarities and
differences between:
• literacy and numeracy,
• both of these and a given vocational context; and
• each e and a given vocational context
• will naturally propel colleagues towards depth and effectiveness
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Implications for the leadership of teaching and learning
Leadership evidence suggests that the Commission should, above all else, encourage
leaders in the sector to take a continuing interest in the quality of teaching and
learning in general, and model this explicitly by expanding their own knowledge and
understanding of effectiveness through enquiry.
The strategies that have been shown by robust evidence to make more difference
than anything else leaders do over time highlight in particular:
• making explicit what and how they are learning about effective teaching and
learning and CPD; and
• encouraging all leadership colleagues to do the same
This modelling of commitment to continuing improvement has both instructive and
symbolic benefits and works most powerfully when it involves leaders in enquiring
into effective teaching and learning and CPD – in some ways in treating their staff as
their class.
Other important leadership strategies for strengthening teaching and learning include:
making regular classroom visits, providing effective formative and summative
feedback and exploring issues that cross organisational boundaries.
Back to Executive Summary landing page
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Evidence by Theme
In the following sections, we set out in a little more detail, the evidence we have
analysed against each of the Commission’s themes. You can jump directly to an
individual theme by clicking on the Theme title below. Or just press <next> to go
through each theme in sequence.
•
•
•
•
•
•

The role of Technology
Higher Level Vocational Education
CPD and Teacher Education
Managing, Reviewing and Assessing Learning
Embedding English and Maths in Vocational Education
Leading teaching and learning
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The role of technology
Overview
In this section we consider the use of technology in FE and ways in which it
can support learning effectively
The evidence can be navigated using the headings below.

Explore the evidence:
•

Using technology to support teaching and learning

•

Technology enhanced learning
•
•
•
•

•
•

Technology contributing to flexibility of T&L in FE
Technology contributing to inclusion
Technology contributing to personalisation
Technology contributing to productivity

Implications
References
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Using technology to support teaching and learning
Technology can be used to support learning in a number of ways. These include:
•

Use of teaching programmes (computer-assisted learning)

•

Use of technology in problem-solving or other types of open-ended learning

•

Use of technology (such as whiteboards or learning platforms) to support learning

Overall, studies consistently find that use of technology is associated with better learning,
however (partly due to the sheer range of approaches, equipment and content), there is
considerable variation in impact.
On average, learning gains from using technology tend to be medium to low. Research
highlights that small group learning or collaborative use of technology tend to be more
effective than its individualised use. (Higgins et al. 2011, p17)
What about FE?

The National Centre for Academic Transformation (US) carried out a series of studies into
the impact of redesigning the post-compulsory curriculum around greater use of
technology. In two thirds of projects (10 out of 15) the researchers found evidence of
improved learning outcomes and a similar proportion of projects reported improved
retention rates. (ALT 2010)
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Technology enhanced learning
The UK’s Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) research programme’s
findings highlight a number of areas where technology can play an
important role. These include:
•

Flexibility: enabling the provision of education and skills to be deployed in
more open, variable, and accessible ways, so that learning opportunities are
available in a more seamless environment that can link classroom, home,
workplace, and community.
• Inclusion: improving the reach of education and lifelong learning to groups
and individuals who are not best served by mainstream methods.
• Personalisation: transforming the quality of learning, teaching and
assessment by exploiting the responsive and adaptive capabilities of advanced
digital technologies to achieve a better match with learners’ needs,
dispositions and identities.
• Productivity: achieving higher quality and more effective learning in
affordable and acceptable ways.’ (TEL 2012)
We will use these as a framework for exploring evidence from practice within the
sector.
Back to The role of technology landing page
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Technology contributing to flexibility of T&L in FE
Use of podcasts – a case study
Responding to his learners’ feedback that they find it hard to ‘take in’ all the
learning content of the sessions, an FE college practitioner experimented with
using podcasts as learning tools. Each podcast contained some features
designed to engage learners (e.g. ‘joke of the day’), alongside the curriculum
content which was broken up into manageable chunks to offer learners an
opportunity to repeat or ‘jump’ chapters. A week after a session, podcasts
were uploaded to the shared learning platform, from which learners could
download them onto their iPod and MP3 players . They then could listen to
them at home or elsewhere and in their own time (LSIS 2011).
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Technology contributing to inclusion
Using technology to support learning of ESOL learners
A study completed for the National Research and Development Centre (NRDC) for Adult Literacy (Mellar
et al. 2007) found that using technology can support ESOL learner’s language and literacy development.
What difference did using technology make?
The learners involved in this study improved in both literacy/ESOL skills and ICT skills, often to a
statistically significant degree. But there were some differences between groups of learners. Age was a
significant factor, with older learners making the least progress in ESOL skills. In terms of ICT skills and
confidence, older men (though not women) made most progress. The study noted how learners who
started out with lower ICT confidence were less likely to attend frequently and more likely to drop out.
This highlighted the issue that, while ICT-based teaching can be very successful for many learners,
some, for example those with low ICT confidence will be much less able to take advantage of the
approach.
How was ICT used?
Some of the approaches and tools used in the programme included
• WebQuests – students were encouraged to experiment with computers and the internet and to
turn to other students for help before the teacher. There was less paper-based teaching, and
students were motivated by a need to improve language skills.
• M-learning – using handheld computers with mobile phone and camera functionality to send text,
images and sounds from various locations to a website, which learners edited themselves, thus
working on both their ICT and language skills.
• Digital video – using a digital video camera to create films. The interviews the learners carried out
for the videoing were an important aspect of the work because they had to understand and
respond to the answers of interviewees. (Mellar et al. 2007)
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Technology contributing to personalisation
Learning platforms and e-portfolios are becoming increasingly common in FE as they can support
personalisation by storing evidence in ways that help to transfer responsibility for learning to the
learner (Becta 2006; Becta 2007). A study about the impact of e-portfolios in learning, for
example, found that:
• 62% of learners felt that e-portfolios helped them think about their own learning
• 52% felt e-portfolios helped them judge if they’ve improved
• 89% of teachers felt that e-portfolios helped students to be better organised.
Another study (Betts & Kambouri 2007) highlighted how practitioners, unable to use traditional
paper-based methods due to their learners’ negative prior experiences of tests and low levels of
literacy skills, used technology to carry out formative assessment.
The practitioners used voting sticks at the beginning and end of each session. After each
question, the learners were shown the class results on a graph and the correct answer was
highlighted. Using technology helped make the assessment process more relaxed and positive. At
the same time, the outcomes of the technology-supported diagnostic activity helped the tutors
to tailor the course to the learners’ needs more easily. For example, when most of the learners
answered a question incorrectly, the practitioners revisited the topic (Betts & Kambouri 2007;
Sollenberger & Mortimer 2008).
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Technology contributing to productivity
There is some evidence from practice in the FE sector, that using technology can help
achieve higher quality and more effective learning. For example, the voting sticks
technology referred to above, has been highlighted as an effective tool by learners and
practitioners alike. All the learners stressed the fun element and said that they liked
the fact that the replies were anonymous (although the practitioner was able to
identify learners). From the tutor’s point of view, it provided an easy way to get
feedback from all learners, even those who would normally not want to give their
opinion in front of the class, and it brought a fun element to a serious part of the
course (Sollenberger & Mortimer 2008).
In instances where resources are expensive, technology can be used to create a close
approximation of real-life contexts. E.g. when a bag of plastic teeth for dental students
costs £15,000, it’s no wonder that FE institutions are interested in exploring the use of
virtual dental workstation which replaces the need for these expensive replicas. Its
sophisticated touch sensitive system allows students to try, try and try again,
perfecting their skills on virtual teeth (TEL n.d.)
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Implications
There is widespread evidence about increased engagement for many (although not
all) learners from effective use of technology.
There are growing numbers of cases of effective use of technology for portfolio
building , growing confidence in participating in assessment and making
challenging learning experiences (because of cost, safety or complexity) real.
Evidence about positive effects in terms of student outcomes is harder to identify,
not least because of the pace of change in the technology itself. The role of
technology enthusiasts and the preponderance of natural innovators amongst
technology users is also hard to isolate from the other variables.
But in most cases the key determining factors are the skills of the teachers in
designing appropriate tasks and creating appropriate learning pathways that are
enhanced or made feasible by use of technology. So the evidence from Managing,
reviewing and assessing learning theme also applies to the evidence in this theme.
The Commission may wish to consider amalgamating the two or making strong
connections between them in its findings – because without effective design of
teaching and learning approaches the benefits of technology are difficult, if not
impossible, to realise.
Back to The role of technology landing page
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Higher level vocational teaching and learning
Overview
For more than a decade, the boundaries between the FE and HE sectors have been blurring. The earliest
literature on higher level learning in FE tended to focus on partnerships between HEIs and FE colleges
and particularly the quality assurance, assessment and accreditation issues (Simmons 2003).
Subsequent studies often focused on staff teaching higher education in FE settings (Young 2002) thus
developing an HE culture in FE.
Here we explore some of these issues and provide an example of how an FE college has developed a
successful model of complete delivery of honours degrees.

The evidence can be navigated using the headings below.

Explore the evidence:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Higher level vocational teaching and learning: the impetus
Differences between HE and FE
Establishing an HE culture in FE
Colleges becoming HE providers: a case study
Supporting learners through academic mentoring
Implications
References
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Higher level vocational teaching and learning: the
impetus
Policy level
The government’s higher education White Paper ‘Students at the heart of the system’
(BIS 2011) proposed the goal of creating a system which is more responsive to student
choice, provides a better student experience and helps to improve social mobility. It
also made a commitment to drive competition and innovation across the sector,
recognising the role and value of FE colleges and alternative providers as higher
education providers.
FE college level
Many colleges that embark on delivering higher level learning courses find that it
raises their profile and supports and encourages internal learner progression (Turner
2009).
Learner level
There is evidence that effective higher level programmes delivered in FE contexts can
help learners achieve better outcomes than in traditional HEI settings (e.g. Griffiths
2009). Furthermore, by remaining in FE settings, learners move seamlessly into higher
education without formal transition to a different setting which can be stressful for
some learners (Greenbank 2007).
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Teaching higher level courses in FE settings: the
differences between HE and FE
Many colleges considering teaching at HE level start by exploring the differences between HE and
FE in order to bridge any gaps most effectively.
One study involved FE practitioners in action research (Simmons 2003), as a result of which they
identified some features distinguishing higher level study. These included:
•
•
•
•
•

Increased student self-reliance and independence
Increased student self-awareness: learners needed to develop their own goals and targets,
building on feedback on strengths and weaknesses
Increased role of analysis and critical independence, requiring learners to evaluate within the
subject and make connections and references with the body of knowledge beyond it, e.g. its
social and ethical contexts
Differences in breadth and depth of teaching, e.g. some previously explored areas were
covered at a greater depth
Differences around assessment, e.g. research techniques, referencing, meeting deadlines,
seminars.

Another study (Harwood 2004) however, highlighted that even though the vast majority of FE
practitioners delivering higher level courses stated that their pedagogical approaches to teaching
HE significantly differed from those they used in FE programmes, their responses were vague and
unspecific. This prompted the researcher to conclude that there was a lack of evidence about the
exact nature of higher level teaching and learning approaches in FE.
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Teaching higher level courses in FE settings:
establishing an HE culture in FE
Many FE practitioners and researchers argue that in order to deliver higher level
learning in FE contexts effectively, it is important to develop an HE culture in an FE
environment.
Building on earlier research, practitioners in one FE college identified three main
dimensions to establishing an HE culture in FE.
•

•

•

Teaching and learning. This highlighted e.g. that learners needed to develop skills not only to
study at a higher level but also to work independently. During their higher level study they
needed to actively and critically engage with knowledge while teaching staff needed both
academic and vocational expertise in their subject areas.
Physical dimension. This work suggested a need for identified areas for the provision of HE.
These could either be specific areas within existing facilities or designated units or centres
where HE activity can flourish. Such environments provided identifiable space where HE
learning processes and values could be modelled. These were also places where staff could
undertake scholarly activity or research.
Symbolic dimension. This included the creation of a distinct identity for the learners through
the introduction of graduation ceremonies, relevant signage and HE student common rooms.
Nonetheless, there were also obvious tensions between how colleges were meeting and
prioritising the needs of different groups inherent in this approach and the colleges had to
find ways of resolving these.(Griffiths 2009)
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Teaching higher level courses in FE settings: a case
study of a college's approach to becoming an HE
provider

Staff
•
•
•

The core teaching team of four lecturers involved in the BSc programmes teach only at HE level.
The four lecturers all have higher level qualifications and two of the team are experienced at supervising
dissertation students.
They also work as dissertation supervisors at Masters level for another local HEI and are engaged in
collaborative research with one of their partner HEIs.

Learning environment
•

All teaching takes place at the HE centre – a self-contained block that has been recently refurbished with
new equipment. The centre is used exclusively for the delivery of HE courses, so as to create a university
identity and learning experience.

Teaching and learning programme
•

The taught element of the programme follows the format previously found effective when supporting
Foundation Degree learners: the theory base is taught in the early part of the module with reflective
learning incorporated through tutorial sessions.

Outcomes
•

After the first two years, a total of 36 learners had achieved their BSc (Hons) at the college, nearly a third
of them getting a first class degree. One of the learners also gained the highest marks in the first year in
the relevant school at the partner HEI to which the programmes belonged. (Griffiths 2009)
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Teaching higher level courses in FE settings:
supporting learners through academic mentoring
The need for academic mentoring in HE study in FE
Colleges offering higher level study to their learners often encourage them to make use of workplace
mentoring. Yet, many now discover that their learners’ greatest need is for academic support. Many of them
had no experience, for example, of how to select and analyse information, use a library effectively, reference
their papers, interpret assignment criteria or did not differentiate between presentations and seminars.

Case study of academic mentoring
One college investigated how a system of academic mentoring could be used to support higher level learners in
FE contexts.
•
Mentors were chosen from existing college staff. They all held a degree-level qualification and had the
time available to see learners. Only one of the mentors specialised in the same area as the learners; the
others had different professional backgrounds.
•
Both the mentors and the learners were given information packs which included guidance about the role
of the academic mentor.
•
Although learners’ perceptions of their mentors’ impact on their grades and confidence as learners varied,
they all said they would want a mentor the following year or would recommend one to others. (Russell
2009)

Academic mentoring: some of the challenges
•

•

Learners often had a preference for ‘nice’ (or unchallenging) relational styles in their professional settings
– they often struggled with ‘critical’ aspects of their mentor’s role
Lack of professional consensus resulting in differences of opinion over common academic procedures,
which seemed to be a particular issue with multi-disciplinary teams.
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Implications
There seem to be a range of learning organisations and public relations benefits from
running HE in FE but there is also a need to develop a distinctive ethos and to
overcome early resistance to more challenging learning experiences and
requirements. Like embedding LLN in vocational contexts, establishing an appropriate
pedagogy for HE learning in FE contexts spans organisational boundaries. So it too
provides a useful environment in which leaders could participate in research and
development used to address important strategic issues whilst modelling the
continuing commitment to and interest in learning about teaching and learning.
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Prevalent models of CPD
One-off sessions remain a common approach to CPD, especially via:
•

INSET days and workshops

But more sustained approaches are beginning to emerge and include:
•

CPD integrated with action plans for improvement

•

Action research / enquiry projects

Although the trend has moved away from one-off short CPD courses in recent years to
more integrated CPD programmes linked to personal and wider action plans the pure
INSET model still persists largely due to inertia and low expectations on the ground as
well as costs and logistics associated with the alternative models (Villeneuve-Smith et
al. 2009).

Back to Teacher training and CPD in adult and vocational education landing page

Next

What constitutes effective CPD?
Effective CPD linked to positive student outcomes involves:
• Structured, sustained dialogue to enable reflection rooted in evidence of experiments
with learners
• Scope for participants, via collaboration, to identify own CPD starting points (within a
given framework)
• Goals set via lens of aspirations for students
• Effective use of time to embed practices in classrooms e.g. in-session planning, use of
peer teaching
• Observation & deconstruction/feedback from specialists (what isn’t within reach on
one’s own)
• Observation for learning - learning to learn from looking
• Tools to scaffold quality
• Modelling
• A pedagogy and a curriculum for staff (CUREE 2010)
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The role of leadership in effective CPD
The most effective leadership contribution to establishing the trust necessary for
in-depth professional learning was for leaders to directly participate in
practitioner learning and development in both a facilitating and learning role. In
CUREE we refer to this as “leaders treating the staff as their class”.
Leadership of and participation in CPD was identified by Robinson (2007) and
colleagues (CUREE 2009) to be the leadership activity with the largest impact on
improving teaching and learning in their institution.
A study which investigated leader behaviours in university departments with
consistently high quality teaching found they:
•

Led by example – including developing their own teaching skills, modelling proposed
pedagogies and articulating the pedagogic rationale for their introduction
• Learnt about other educational approaches as models
• Built a community of practice – including establishing forums for talking about teaching
• Recognised and rewarded teaching development effort – e.g. through teaching awards
(Gibbs et al. 2007).
Continue
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The role of leaders in effective CPD: facilitating
relationships
Studies (CUREE 2010) highlighted the importance of leaders:
• Having an open door policy, and working closely with and listening to their staff
• Creating a ‘safe’ environment which allows practitioners to discuss openly what
has not gone so well as they develop practice.
Leaders’ support of their colleagues’ CPD entailed:
• Helping practitioners plan and co-ordinate the development of their practice and
providing formative feedback
• Developing particular specialist skills for supporting CPD
• Being effective practitioners themselves (Gibbs et al. 2007). It was important that
leaders had the skills to support practitioners in their work as teachers and had
effective pedagogic skills themselves.

Continue
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The role of leaders in effective CPD: planning
Effective planning needed to take account equally of national and local priorities, as
well as individual practitioner and student needs. Programmes tended not to deliver
the improvements expected when:
•
•
•

Leaders relied too heavily on examination awarding bodies to provide staff development
(Ofsted 2006)
Practitioners were left to make their own development arrangements as self-regulating
professionals (Timperley et al. 2007)
Institutions put too much emphasis on achieving national objectives at the expense of local
priorities (Ofsted 2006).

Ofsted (2006) sets out the strategic steps for planning and beyond as the logical chain
of:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Identifying institution and staff needs
Planning to meet those needs
Providing varied and relevant activities
Involving support staff alongside teaching staff
Monitoring progress
Evaluating the impact of professional development.
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The role of the specialist in effective CPD
Effective specialist support consisted of synthesising expert knowledge about teaching
and learning, and knowledge of teachers’ existing skills and context. Specialists achieved
this through a mix of input of new knowledge and skills, and facilitation of changing
practice which helped teachers understand:
•
•
•
•
•

Underpinning rationale or “theory” and how this translates into practice
Pedagogical content knowledge
How students learn particular curricula
How that learning should be assessed in order to focus teaching.
The limitations of current orthodoxies or practices into the context of wider evidence about
what is possible

Specialists provided direct support through modelling, workshops, observation, and
coaching. They also set up peer collaboration in order to enable experimentation and
risk taking within a supportive network. Peer collaboration which specialists enabled
and encouraged included:
•
•
•
•

Peer observation
Peer coaching
Sharing practice
Joint planning and debriefing. (Cordingley et al. 2007, CUREE 2010)
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Linking CPD with student/client needs
Good quality CPD involved close alignment between student learning and professional
learning, with some evidence that where professional learning is not focused around
student learning, CPD is not likely to be effective.
Specific analysis of student performance or practitioner-student relationships can:
• Provide the motivation to engage in CPD
• Inform its design
• Help practitioners understand the impact of their changed practice.
Closer attention to students’ experience was also found to be the catalyst for helping
practitioners develop a greater appreciation of their students’ capacity to learn and
therefore greater confidence in their own ability to make a difference. (Cordingley et al.
2007, CUREE 2010)
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Creating an ethos of continuing development and
continuous improvement
Successful organisations had an ethos of professional learning in which teachers worked
together and with leaders over time to develop their practice to improve student
outcomes. CPD in such organisations was not a series of bolt-on activities but part of a
whole organisation strategy based on collaboration and a culture of enquiry.
Individual practitioners engage better with CPD when their professionalism and agency is
harnessed. This means engaging with their underpinning values and beliefs, and their
understanding of the needs of their students. Leaders and specialists engaged
practitioners in long-term professional learning and development by:
•
•
•
•
•

Using the opportunity of performance review for practitioners to discuss their current practice,
decide on professional development needs and consider longer term career aims
Identifying own goals and objectives from within a CPD programme menu
Setting the agenda for meetings during the course of a CPD programme
Deciding the extent of their involvement in a particular CPD programme (i.e. deciding for
themselves what it was they wanted out of the programme)
Creating own resources and teaching units. (Cordingley et al. 2003, Cordingley et al. 2007, Ofsted,
2006, CUREE 2010)
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Implications
Sector organisations may already have a good deal of knowledge and
expertise about work-based professional learning that may or may not be
brought to bear in CPD.

Leaders will themselves benefit from CPD or work-based learning activities
with specialist support in relation to the focus of CPD that makes most
difference to staff and to students. (Bell et al. 2012)
Many of the most effective approaches to work-based professional learning for
teachers can be cost effectively “wrapped around the day job” provided proper
structures, tools and protocols are put in place and the work is supported by
colleagues with specific expertise in relation to both the CPD process and its
content.

Back to Teacher training and CPD in adult and vocational education landing page

Back to homepage

Next

References
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Bell, M., Cordingley, P., Crisp, P. & Hawkins, M. (2012) Understanding What Enables High Quality Professional
Learning: A report on the research evidence. London: Pearson School Improvement [online]. Available at:
http://www.pearsonschoolmodel.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/CUREE-Report.pdf
Cordingley, P., Bell, M., Rundell, B. & Evans, D. (2003) The impact of collaborative CPD on classroom teaching and
learning. London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of Education, University of London. Available
at: http://www.eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=132
Cordingley, P., Bell, M., Isham, C., Evans, D. & Firth, A. (2007) What do specialists do in CPD programmes for which
there is evidence of positive outcomes for pupils and teachers? London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit,
Institute of Education, University of London. Available at: http://www.eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=2275
CUREE (2009) School leadership and student outcomes: Identifying what works and why: Summary of the Best
Evidence Synthesis(BES) conducted by Viviane Robinson, Margie Hohepa and Claire Lloyd (BES). Coventry: CUREE.
Available at: http://www.curee-paccts.com/files/publication/1301587364/Robinson%20Summary.pdf
CUREE (2010) What CPD strategies and processes are likely to contribute to student success and contribute to the
aims of the Workforce Strategy? A literature review conducted by the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in
Education on behalf of the Learning and Skills Improvement Service. Coventry: CUREE. (Unpublished)
Gibbs, G., Knapper, C. & Piccinin, S. (2007) Engaging with leaders in higher education. In: In Practice. London:
Leadership Foundation for Higher Education.
Ofsted (2006) The logical chain: continuing professional development in effective schools. London: Ofsted. Available
at: http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/logical-chain-continuing-professional-development-effective-schools-0
Robinson, V. (2007) School leadership and student outcomes: Identifying what works and why. Melbourne,
Australia: ACEL (ACEL Monograph Series No. 41). Available at:
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/13727/Leadership_Oration.pdf
Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H. & Fung, I. (2007) Teacher professional learning and development: Best Evidence
Synthesis Iteration (BES). Wellington, New Zealand: Ministry of Education. Available at:
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/16901/TPLandDBESentire.pdf
Villeneuve-Smith, F., West, C & Bhinder, B. (2009) Rethinking continuing professional development in further
education: Eight things you already know about CPD. London: Learning and Skills Network [LSN]. Available at:
http://cnp.naace.co.uk/system/files/rethinking_continuing_professional_development_in_further_education.pdf

Back to Teacher training and CPD in adult and vocational education landing page

Back to homepage

Next

Managing, reviewing and assessing learning
In this section we explore some of the teaching and learning strategies that are known to be powerful in
supporting positive learner outcomes. Some of them are widely recognised and effectively used in the FE
sector, whilst others remain less well known and implemented. We also consider factors, such as the learning
environment, that can affect learning and explore additional and alternative strategies that can support
progress of different (including vulnerable) groups of learners.
Though there are examples of creative use of effective pedagogic approaches (some of which are outlined
below) the principal criticism of teaching and learning in the sector – made by researchers and inspectors alike
– is that it is too often, ‘uninspiring’. For example, in their review of practical and vocational education Lucas et
all 2010 concluded that ‘the range, repertoire and flexibility of vocational pedagogy is often too narrow. While
the context [such as workplace] may be engaging the methods used can be too passive and uninspiring’.
Similarly, 2010 Ofsted inspections found that uninspiring teaching was present in many work-based learning
contexts. Reasons for this can be found in the character of the vocational curriculum (e.g. the specificity of
context, the frequency and amount of high-stakes assessment) but the evidence outlined below suggests that
it doesn’t have to be this way.

Explore the evidence:
Teaching and learning strategies
Supporting independent learning
Assessment
Collaborative learning, group-work and peer
support
Learner dialogue
Thinking skills and meta-cognition
Challenge in learning

Some of the factors that affect learning
Classroom climate and relationships
Learner dispositions and beliefs
Supporting the progress of all learners
Implications - 1 2 3 4 5 6
Implications overview
References
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Independent learning
Supporting learners’ responsibility for their learning has been high on the priority agenda in FE
for a while now. Independent learning is often linked with learners’ ability to engage in learning
successfully and make progress. Independent learning skills are also crucial fro those who wish
access higher level learning.
What is independent learning?
•

The key feature of independent learning is the shift of responsibility for the learning process from the
practitioner to the learner

•

Independent learning does not merely involve learners working alone, practitioners have a key part to play
in enabling and supporting independent learning

•

This involves learners acquiring an understanding of their learning, being motivated to learn and
collaborating with practitioners to structure their learning environment

Independent learning is closely linked with self-regulation. It includes:
•

Planning

•

Self-monitoring

•

Controlling the pace and direction of the work

•

Evaluation.

Self-motivation is also necessary for successful independent learning
Positive relationships between teachers and pupils, based on trust is another essential element
of independent learning (Meyer et al. 2008)
Continue
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Skills of independent learners
Learners need to acquire a range of skills in order to engage successfully in
independent learning. These include:

Cognitive skills: e.g. being able to construct informal rules for solving problems;
classify objects according to given criteria; form hypotheses; and reason logically.
Meta-cognitive skills: learners being able to articulate how they learn, and to identify
key activities essential for learning such as listening, remembering, applying previously
learnt knowledge, making connections, etc.
The context specificity of vocational learning can militate against development of
meta-cognitive control of learning; students and some staff are often focused on the
specific requirements of given work settings in ways that inhibit the identification of
underpinning principles
Affective skills: these related to regulating and managing one’s own feelings within
the learning process. Motivation is the most important affective attribute in relation to
independent learning (Meyer et al. 2008).

Continue
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Teaching and learning strategies that support
independent learning
Research highlights a number of strategies that supported independent learning
including:

Scaffolding, i.e. providing (and then gradually removing) supportive activities and
frameworks that structure learning
Providing learners with opportunities to self-monitor, which is dependent
establishing goals and receiving feedback from others and from oneself

Practitioners modelling learning behaviour, e.g. showing learners how categorising
information makes it easier to remember
Developing language for learning, which helps learners become more aware of the
steps involved in learning, understand their own learning and helps them make
explicit and thus share their thinking
Providing feedback, particularly on work done beyond class settings is linked with
learners’ improved confidence in working independently and helps them develop the
reflective aspect of independent learning (Meyer et al. 2008)
Continue
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Promoting independent learning: a case study
A sixth form college practitioner explored how modelling organisational skills can
support independent learning.

The practitioner decided to model for learners how to keep their work organised by
providing them with a ring binder folder with resources and tools structured in line
with the exam specifications. It also included revision techniques and provided links to
useful websites and resources. The practitioner explained the structure, content and
focus of each section.
The learners made good and consistent use of their folders throughout the course.
They found it easier to understand the nature and structure of the course and were
able to plan their work. Approx 30% of learners did some independent work (not set
by practitioners) outside lessons as a result of using the resource. Using the resource
also prompted a significant proportion of learners to engage in revision more and do it
more effectively (Hopkins 2010).
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Independent learning: how assessment can contribute
Another powerful way of motivating and supporting learners to take control of their
learning and enable them to become skillful at it is by making use of formative
assessment, also known as assessment for learning (AfL). AfL practices include:
•
•
•
•

Effective questioning that probes students’ understanding
Comment-only marking that structures students’ learning
Sharing criteria with students to help them understand what counts as success
Peer assessment that helps students learn how to give and take constructive
criticism and advice that will help them to progress (Torrance et al. 2005)

Evidence shows that AfL can be a powerful way of improving the quality of teaching
and learning. Yet, Sachdev et al. (2007) argued that despite its relevance and
importance for the sector, AfL practice in FE wasn’t widespread. In the schools sector
researchers have identified that as little as 20% of the full potential of AFL was being
used systematically some 5 years after its initial introduction.

Continue
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Use of AfL in FE: some examples
Here are some examples of how AfL can be used easily and effectively in adult and vocational
education.
AfL doesn’t have to be difficult to initiate
In an adult learners’ mixed level Spanish lesson, the learners held up a red or white card to show
whether they understood the correct use of present tense reflexive verbs. The teacher then
asked them to write on their cards what they felt confident with, and what they would like to
focus on a little more. The teacher then used the cards to plan the next lesson (Ofsted 2009).
AfL strategies and benefits
Elsewhere, a group of practitioners experimented with a range of AfL strategies in their A level
Business study teaching. These included:
•
•
•
•

Studying model answers and mark schemes
Formulating assessment criteria collaboratively with learners
Self- and peer-assessment
Structured dialogue.

By the end of the twelve-week period the participating learners had improved grades in their
assessed work, with one learner leaping from an E grade to grade A (CUREE 2009a,p.5). At the
same time, the learners ‘have begun to appreciate that becoming actively involved in their
education by developing the ability to assess their own progress has empowered them to take
control of their learning and identify what actions may be needed to move on to the next level’
(Alvarez 2010, p.12).
Continue
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Summative assessment
Torrance et al. (2005) completed a comprehensive study of different methods of assessment in
FE and their effect on learners.
The research found that:
• Whilst a broad range of assessment methods were seen as appropriate by learners, extensive
written work was disliked and avoided, except by those studying at A level. Multiple-choice
online tests were very popular.
• Making the assessment criteria clear to learners helped their achievement and retention
The researchers also found that extensive use of assessment, summative in particular, may come
to dominate the learning experience (Becta 2006, Becta 2007).
Another study arrived at similar conclusions, highlighting that summative assessment can:
•
•
•

Lower learners’ self-esteem
Favour transmission teaching
Create high levels of anxiety, especially amongst older students (Harlen and Deakin Crick
2002)
The study also found that emphasis on summative assessment is connected with learner
orientation towards grades rather than valuing learning for its own sake (Harlen and Deakin Crick
2002).
Continue
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Summative and formative assessment: the nuances
Many practitioners share concerns about excessive use of summative assessment
approaches. TLRP project Literacies for Learning for example found that tutors often
feel constrained to use existing assessments, even though changing them would
benefit students’ learning (TLRP 2006).
But it’s not all doom and gloom by any means. Research evidence shows that there
are a number of ways in which practitioners and adult and vocational education
providers can increase the positive and decrease the negative impact of summative
assessment. These include e.g.:
•

Explaining purpose of the assessment and providing feedback from testing focused on
further learning; and

•

Using assessment to convey a sense of learning progress to learners (Black et al 2003).

In the same way as summative assessment can be used with positive and negative
effect on learning, so can formative. Research in schools has shown that the same AfL
activities can lead to very different kinds of learning. Whilst teachers working in the
spirit of AfL encourage learners to become more independent, critical learners, others
use AfL activities to transmit knowledge and skills.
Continue
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AfL: Capturing the spirit or following it to the letter?
Working in the spirit of AfL
A group of college tutors worked on the AfL approaches of questioning and oral feedback. They
aimed to reduce the amount they talked in lessons, encourage more engagement and promote
learner independence. The tutors’ approach stemmed from the belief that whatever the learners’
starting points, they had the ability to progress. They made addressing learners’ needs and interests
a priority over following a predetermined scheme of work. The tutors organised collaborative
working and peer and self-assessment activities to great effect. Learners in one of the groups were
observed to spontaneously check and mark each other’s work. They had developed the habit of
looking at each other’s work and commenting on it, and making suggestions for improvements.

Following AfL to the letter
On the face of it, the approach adopted by tutors working in an adult education centre was similar
to the one described above. Continued dialogue between the learners and between the tutor and
learners was important to them. But often it was simply concerned with subject knowledge (such as
the correct used of apostrophes or ways of calculating percentages) or about assessment (such as
the assessment criteria of one of the national tests). Similarly, although the practitioners increased
the amount of group activity in their work, they saw it primarily as a superficial change to their
existing practices rather than a fundamental change in approach. Challenging approaches such as
group discussion were never used due to the tutors’ concern about undermining their learners’
confidence (Derrick et al. 2009).
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Implications – independent learning and assessment
•

Independent learning in vocational settings can undoubtedly be designed to
benefit from the motivation that comes with applied learning.

•

But specific steps are needed to ensure learners develop meta-cognitive control of
the learning process and what they are learning.

•

Similarly assessment strategies and traditions in vocational settings may obscure
the demands of AfL or restrict full use of the quite demanding teaching and
learning strategies that underpin independent learning, especially AfL.

•

Teachers may be talking the talk but the Commission can do much to enable them
to walk the walk by promoting enquiry and coaching based, in-depth CPD
opportunities for staff whose outputs can serve to illustrate best practice and
some of the common obstacles along the way
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Collaborative learning and peer support
Collaborative and peer-assisted learning is well-evidenced as one of the most powerful teaching
and learning strategies. For example, in their Toolkit of strategies to improve learning developed for
Sutton trust, Higgins et al (2011) argued that peer-tutoring or peer-assisted learning, i.e. when
learners worked in pairs or small groups to provide each other with explicit teaching support, were
‘high impact and low cost’ strategies.
Similarly, Hattie (2009) found that “reciprocal teaching”, an approach where learners temporarily
take on the role of a teacher to support the development of their peers’ understanding through
dialogue, had a very high effect size (0.74).

Studies of the effectiveness of small group-work approaches within whole-class teaching in postcompulsory education (Lou et al. 2001, Springer et al. 1999 cited in Hattie 2009, p.95) found that
these had medium to high effect on learners’ achievement, attitude and persistence.
Regardless of which approach to learners supporting each other practitioners opt for, research
suggests that the role of the teacher in supporting reciprocal teaching, peer-assisted and other
types of collaborative learning is crucial (Hattie 2009, Higgins 2011).
The slides that follow explore key approaches and how they are used in adult vocational teaching
and learning.
Continue
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Peer-supported learning
Peer feedback
Peer feedback is one approach commonly used by effective vocational and adult education
practitioners to structure peer assisted learning. Some experiment with online, shared
workspaces where learners can upload writing and comment on others’ work (CUREE 2011).
Understanding of the assessment criteria was key to making peer marking successful.
The approach seems to work particularly well for learners who need to develop their skills of
essay writing or providing explanations and detailed responses is part of the assessment
requirements for qualification purposes (CUREE 2011).
Practitioners identified some challenges to using peer-marking. Although most learners were
positive about the method, some were not impressed by it because they viewed marking
work to be a teacher’s responsibility.
Peer teaching
Developing a set of resources to support pairs of learners teaching each other, was an
approach trialled by a Sixth Form college Maths practitioner. The resources included
thorough solutions so that all learners, regardless of their prior achievement, could take on
the teaching role. The practitioner also added prompts and comments, similar to the ones he
commonly used in his teaching, to allow learners explore their understanding (Herring 2011).
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Small group-work approaches
Bennett et al’s (2004) systematic review of research into the use of small-group discussions found
that a number of factors had the potential to make a difference to the effectiveness of group-work
including:
•
•
•

The composition of the groups
The nature of their set tasks
The ways in which the discussion is scaffolded.

The use of small-group discussions resulted in a significant improvement of students’
understanding of evidence when:
•
•

Students in the groups held diverse views and understandings; and
The use of an external stimulus prompted or revealed students’ conflicting views.

They also found that gender role helped shape the interaction style for developing students’
explanatory understanding. All-male groups confronted the differences in their individual
predictions and explanations, all-female groups searched for common features, mixed groups
progressed by turn-taking.
In order to secure the above mentioned benefits, small group discussions need to be structured.
The model tried by the researchers:
•
•
•
•

Involved groups of two to six students
Had a specific stimulus (e.g. a newspaper article, video clip, prepared curriculum materials)
Involved a substantive discussion task of at least two minutes
Had a specific purpose (e.g. individual sense-making, leading to an oral presentation or to a written product)
(Bennett et al 2004).
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Collaborative learning approaches
How does co-operative group work differ from small group work?
Research shows that it is important to distinguish between collaborative or cooperative group work
and more traditional small group approaches. In co-operative groups the need to co-operate has
been built into the requirements of a structured group task. By contrast, in small group work, there
may be no specific requirement that students work together and, in fact, they may work
individually on tasks for their own ends, even though sitting in groups.
In co-operative learning, tasks are designed to ensure that learners:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Work together as a group
Exchange ideas and resources
Contribute to group discussions
Challenge others’ reasons and understandings
Discuss alternatives, and
Accept responsibility for the group’s decisions (Gillies 2004, Kearney 2004, Gillies & Boyle 2005)

Collaborative learning of this kind supports the development of learners’ understanding and their
thinking skills, and contributes to them taking more control for their learning. Frequently teachers
specifically teach the group work skills demanded by the tasks they have designed quite explicitly.
Continue

Back to Managing and assessing learning landing page

Next

Collaborative learning and talk: a case study
One study (Swan 2006) explored cooperative, discussion-based learning of algebra in over 40 FE
colleges.
The project was developed according to a set of principles, including that:
•
•
•
•

Lessons would consist of rich, challenging group tasks
Teaching would emphasise methods rather than just answers
Learners would create links between mathematical topics
Learners would be encouraged to make mistakes and learn from them

One of the activities within this approach involved groups of students reflecting on common
generalisations. They categorised statements (expressed in words or symbols) under teh headings
‘always true, sometimes true and never true’, and providing justification and explanation to each. A
typical statement was “if you multiply 12 by a number, the answer will be greater than 12’ or
‘12a>12”. Each group had to create a poster summarising the outcomes of them exploring
generalisations.
Practitioners who were involved in the project and encouraged their students to discuss their
existing knowledge and misunderstandings were much more successful at improving their
students’ learning and maintaining their confidence and motivation than those who simply
conveyed facts and skills (Van Grinsven & Tillema 2006).
Collaborative learning and talk often become part of a single learning strategy as many group-work
and reciprocal teaching strategies are discussion based. The next set of slides consider how talk can
be structured to contribute to learning most effectively.
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Dialogue
Impact of structured dialogue
There is a strong body of evidence indicating that structured dialogue can have a
positive impact on learner success, including improved:
•
•
•
•

Content learning
Understanding
Communication skills
Control over their own learning.

Structured dialogue can support a range of affective changes including:
•
•
•

Increased learners’ interest in the subject
Greater motivation towards learning
Enhanced confidence and self-esteem (CUREE 2010).

Continue
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Exploratory talk
Not all talk between learners is equally effective. The term ‘exploratory talk’ (Wegerif et
al 2004; Mercer et al, 2004; Mercer & Sams 2006) is often used to describe
educationally effective talk.
Exploratory talk occurs when group members engage critically, but constructively with
each others’ ideas. Statements and suggestions are offered for joint consideration.
These may be challenged and counter-challenged, but challenges are justified and
alternative hypotheses are offered (CUREE 2010).
With exploratory talk, reasoning is more visible than with the other two types of talk:
cumulative and disputational talk.
With cumulative talk speakers build positively but uncritically on what others say.
Disputational talk is characterised by assertions, disagreement, short exchanges and
individualised decision-making.
Continue
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Strategies that make dialogue effective
Evidence from the sector and wider research is consistent: effective talk does not happen by itself.
Practitioners had to use a number of techniques to ensure all learners participated and took risks in
arguing a point and to guide them in how to use materials. During effective talk practitioners also
challenged learners through questions and tasks to engage in higher order thinking.
Overall, the strategies described in the studies facilitated structured dialogue in four ways:
•
•
•
•

Creating opportunities for all learners to express their ideas
Promoting thinking at a higher level through questioning
Creating a supportive context of mutual respect and regard
Providing opportunities for learners to work in pairs and small groups to practice dialogue as well as
providing guidance that enabled them to make such discussions productive (CUREE 2010).

Research suggests that establishing and/or negotiating ground rules is often an important first step
in increasing learner participation in talk and creating a safe environment for learners to express
their ideas. Ground rules can include:
•
•
•
•

Inviting everyone to contribute to the discussion
Respecting and considering all ideas
Expecting reasons and making them clear
Seeking to reach agreement before acting (CUREE 2010).
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Implications - collaboration and talk
In order to secure the benefits of collaboration in practical, vocational contexts, small
group discussions need to be structured. E.g. by involving groups of two to six
learners, using a specific stimulus to prompt/reveal a range of views, designing tasks
that depend on a substantive discussion task that is meaningful.
Securing high quality talk requires planning and preparation by both staff and students
and the relevance of such talk to vocational learning may not always be immediately
evident to students. Consistency of approach between teachers and exploration with
employers of the benefits to them of learning that involves this approach can both be
used to reinforce potential benefits.
The evidence argues for the Commission promoting these demanding but effective
approaches to teaching and learning. It also suggests that the Commission could
model their use through its consultations with the profession about its findings and
next steps.

Back to Managing and assessing learning landing page

Next

Thinking skills development and meta-cognition
Although analytical and critical thinking skills are sometimes referred to when trying to
distinguish between vocational and ‘general or academic’ education (Education
International 2009), this view gets increasingly more contested, with the majority of
stakeholders across the world agreeing that:
‘...analytical and critical thinking skills are no less needed by vocational learners
than their academic counterparts and that vocational learning is no less intelligent’
(Faraday et al 2011; p 79)
In addition to thinking and meta-cognitive awareness being important vocational
learning outcomes in their own right, deploying these in teaching and learning is also
known to lead to a number of additional benefits.
Meta-cognitive strategies (i.e. higher order thinking which involves active control over
the cognitive processes engaged in learning) for example, have been identified to
have a high effect (0.69) on learner outcomes (Hattie 2009).
Similarly, thinking skills programmes and approaches were found to be effective in a
number of ways. E.g. they helped improve learner performance in cognitive tests and
measurements of curricular outcomes (effect size of 0.62 for both). The overall effect
size (including cognitive, curricular and affective measurements) was identified as 0.74
(Higgins et al. 2005; p3).
Continue
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Thinking skills and meta-cognition in FE
Thinking skills techniques can make a difference to learners’ achievement in the post
16 sector too. Mosely et al (2004) found that developing the concept-formation,
enquiry and reasoning skills encourages learners to be more independent, and
increase their ability to learn collaboratively with their peers.
The type of peer interaction in thinking skills approaches is distinctive from the more
commonly used co-operative approaches to learning, where members of a team pool
their information and report back. Peer interaction for developing thinking skills
involves learners tackling problems that can only be solved together. Examples of
peer interaction which successfully enhanced learning included:
•
•

Developing reasoning through repeated engagement in structured peer discussion on capital
punishment
Chemistry “process workshops” – where students worked in teams on activities that involved
information processing, guided discovery exercises, problem-solving, reflection on learning
and assessment of performance.

But there was also evidence that the vocational learning environment doesn’t always
create the right conditions for developing thinking skills. Problems the researchers
identified related to the readiness of the teacher and of the students, the design and
content of courses, the learning environment and institutional support (Van Grinsven
& Tillema 2006).
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Implication - Thinking skills
•

•

•

Thinking skills matter in their own right in vocational contexts just as much as in
non vocational ones. They are also important skills in ensuring that students access
learning opportunities in appropriate depth.
Strategies that are effective in helping students develop effective thinking skills
have much in common with those that are important in securing depth in
collaboration and developing the rare but important exploratory talk in learning
settings.
The Commission can help to build a virtuous circle of teaching and learning
strategies, tools and practices by promoting all three, illustrating the powerful
connections between them and highlighting some of the environmental condition
s in the sector that encourage surface level adaption of what are seen as
“techniques” and militate against exploration in depth. Key here is enabling
teachers to develop an understanding of not just what works but why it does so
that they can interpret approaches fro their students and contexts and make
connections between them.
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Challenge
Academic research and evidence from the ground about current adult vocational
education in England had surprisingly few references to ways of constructing challenge
in learning.
At the same time, challenge is one of the key ways of supporting learner progress and
helping learners achieve their best.
Irrespective of ability, challenging learners means designing teaching and learning to
elicit from students their best efforts and to enable them to think and act in ways that
are transferable and/or discipline‐specific; and which are progressively more complex,
critical, creative and independent (CUREE 2009b)
Research suggests that the principles of constructing challenge are similar for all
learners, regardless of their achievement levels.
They include constructing challenge through differentiated curriculum tasks, creating
opportunities to learn from risk taking and failing as well as succeeding and
developing materials and resources focussed on preparing for challenge together with
the use of processes that embed challenge such as collaborative enquiry.
Continue
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Challenge (2)
Many of the individual processes that are effective in constructing challenge were
present, to some extent, in evidence about teaching and learning in the sector e.g.:
•
•
•

Personalisation
Encouraging students to take increasing responsibility for their learning and practitioners
shifting to a more facilitative role
Undertaking diagnostic activities, aimed at establishing learners’ starting points and
monitoring their individual progress in learning

Yet, many of these, assessment and diagnostics in particular were undertaken as an
end in itself and not used as the foundation for creating challenging learning
experiences.

Whilst many practitioners tried to help their learners become more self-directing, this
often related to their independent study or their attitude to learning rather than
shifting the balance of power and responsibility towards the learner in the classroom.
One approach to constructing challenge - collaborative inquiry and problem solving –
was rarely present in the evidence of teaching and learning in the sector.
But it was the lack of the explicit focus on challenging all learners and purposefully
using a range of approaches to that end, that was particularly striking.
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Challenge - implications
•

•

The focus in the sector on the needs and affective concerns of sector learners and
the demands of the vocational learning context seem to dominate the agenda and
risk suppressing the development of specific and explicit strategies for ensuring
that every learner is appropriately challenged.
The Commission might want to probe further the reason for the lack of emphasis
on challenge and the lack of evidence about use of enquiry and open ended
problem solving as a learning strategy across the sector.
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Classroom climate and relationships
The environment in which teaching and learning takes place, including the relationships between
practitioners and learners, plays an important role in learning.
The Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), which distilled from the findings of 18
major research projects in further education, reached a similar conclusion with relation to teaching
and learning in the FE sector.
“[Relationships] are crucial to the success of further education in helping disadvantaged,
underachieving and excluded people of all ages to develop their often fractured identities as
learners.” (TLRP 2008)
Hattie (2009) found that teacher-student relationships have a high effect (0.72) on learner
achievement and attitude. He pointed out that:
‘Building relations with students implies agency, efficacy, respect by the teacher for what ...
[the learner] brings to the class (from home, culture, peers), and allowing the experiences of ...
[the learner] to be recognised in the classroom.’ [Hattie 2009: 118]
There is some evidence, that many learners, particularly those just out of school, find their
relationships with FE sector practitioners more positive, they feel respected and listened too:
•
•
•
•

“You get treated with respect.”
“You are allowed to use welding tools on your own … like an adult”
“At school, if you have done something wrong they shout at you – at college you just have a little chat to sort
it out”
Continue
“You can have a laugh with them” (Lumby 2007).
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Creating supportive and positive classroom climate
C. Rogers, a highly influential psychologist, found that when teachers provided emotionally
supportive climate students learned more, enjoyed lessons more and attended more often. They
were also more creative and more capable of problem-solving, showed more spontaneity, initiative
and independence.
Several studies showed that teachers who provided high levels of empathy and care of this level
were also characterised by a cluster of other positive behaviours, including:
•
•
•
•

More discussion with students
More use of student ideas in the teachers’
Interactions with them
More smiling with students.

In return, there was:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

More student talk
More student problem-solving
More asking of questions
More involvement in learning
More physical movement
Higher levels of cognition
Greater creativity
More eye contact with the teacher (Rogers & Freiberg 1994).
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Learner dispositions and beliefs: mindsets
Wider research and evidence from FE practice, as well as a number of projects completed recently
(e.g. Improving Incentives to Learning in the Workplace) by TLRP recognise that the diversity of
learner backgrounds and the dispositions they bring with them can have a significant impact on
their own learning and others’ learning (through the learning environment).
Influential research by C. Dweck links learner mindsets with their ability to persevere and
overcome challenges in learning. She distinguished between fixed and growth mindsets.

C. Dweck found that around half the learners had a fixed mindset. They believed that they were
born with a fixed amount of intelligence and there was very little, if anything, they could do to
improve it. When faced with difficulty they gave up and blamed their intelligence for their failures,
saying things like: “I never did have a good memory” and “I’m no good at things like this”.
Those learners who had a growth mindset believed that ability and success were due to learning
and that learning required time and effort. When faced with challenging work, they tried harder,
saying things like: “I should slow down and try to figure this out” and “I’ve almost got it now”

Supporting growth mindsets
•
•

Dweck recommended encouraging a growth mindset so that all learners view poor
performance on a task as something that can be improved by effort and persistence, rather
than as a personal, negative reflection on them.
She recommended avoiding giving person-oriented praise such as ‘you’re good at this’ because
it assumes that success is due to personal attributes and teaches learners to interpret
difficulties in terms of their personal weaknesses. Instead, Dweck recommended processoriented praise such as, ‘you tried really hard’ or ‘that was a good way to do it’ because this
focuses on the processes required for success – making an effort and finding effective
strategies (Dweck 2000).
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Learner dispositions and beliefs: encouraging
persistence in learning
In addition to encouraging growth mindsets through e.g. praise, other strategies have been
highlighted by research as effective in supporting learner persistence and progress. These included:

An enabling environment
Overt appreciation of the learners’ efforts was a significant factor in persistence in learning.
Learners stressed the value of tutor praise as a motivational tool and a key factor in building
confidence and self-esteem. Conversely, perceived lack of interest or negative attitudes from
teachers caused some learners to consider leaving or actually to leave their courses.

Group work
Group approaches enabled learners to articulate, compare and reflect on their experiences and
thus recognise progress and achievement. Learners pooled knowledge in groups. They used each
other as mutual experts and to work out whether they had succeeded in learning tasks, using the
tutor to confirm these judgements. This process also helped build their confidence and sense of
self-worth.
Incentives

Incentives (carefully chosen rewards for sticking with learning) played a role in encouraging
learners to attend regularly. Learners were less motivated by less immediate or tangible rewards,
such as getting a job, but carefully chosen rewards for sticking with learning played a part in
keeping learners engaged. Particularly, they encouraged learners to stay beyond the crucial first
weeks of their course. Success drove success. A sense of achievement motivated learners to stick
with learning. This was further promoted by teachers recognising small steps of learning, such as
growth in confidence (CUREE 2010b).
Continue
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Encouraging persistence in learning
Some FE sector practitioners find that focusing on the learners’ point of view can be
effective in supporting their persistence and motivation.
Some practitioners responded to specific interests and preferences, or worries the
learners had about the course and life in general. For example, the tutor working with a
group of armed-forces learners was aware of potential resistance from this group
because it was a mandatory programme and some of the learners had negative prior
experiences of learning. She began the first formal session by inviting the learners to
write down any positive or negative thoughts they had, so that she could take them into
account and help the learners recognise, as the course progressed, how they were
overcoming their obstacles.

In other cases, the tutors adapted the learning and teaching styles to address wider
lifestyle issues for groups of learners. For example, a group of shift workers reported
that a key demotivating factor for them was that they were often tired after completing
a long shift before coming to their class. The tutor therefore aimed to provide very
relaxed sessions, supported by more games and discussion sessions than she would
usually do, to keep learners alert and engaged (Kenwright et al. 2007).
Continue
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Learner dispositions and beliefs about learning

There is strong research evidence that learner beliefs about learning a particular subject can
become either strong drivers (if the beliefs are positive) or considerable obstacles to learning and
progress.
For example, Stathpoloulu & Vosniadou (2007) discovered that learners with a more sophisticated
attitude to knowledge appeared to have a better understanding of the subject content (physics).
Whilst students with less sophisticated attitudes viewed knowledge as something passed from
teacher to learner those with more sophisticated perspective viewed knowledge as fluid and
changing, and recognised that the process of learning may be as valuable as the learning outcome
itself.
Another study (Kyriacou & Goulding 2006) found that students’ views about themselves in relation
to mathematics were similarly important. The review found that the extent to which students saw
themselves as mathematicians had a strong positive impact on their motivation. Not seeing
themselves as mathematicians tended to create barriers to putting effort into mathematics. For
example, some students view mathematics as a subject that only clever people do well in and
believe that any effort they put in to learning mathematics will make little difference.
The study found that learners worked harder when they developed a more positive identity of
themselves. To achieve this practitioners needed to e.g.:
•

provide a caring and supportive classroom climate;

•

enable students to gain a deeper understanding of the mathematics;

•

provide opportunities for students to collaborate; and

•

enable students to feel equally valued.

Of these, the most important was helping students to gain a deeper understanding of the
mathematics they were doing.
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A supportive environment - implications
There is extensive evidence about a wide range of sophisticated practices for creating
a supportive learning environment in vocational settings.
The identity of learners plays an important role here and many teachers in the sector
are skilled in mobilising learners’ desire to become scientists, engineers etc to create
an effective and focussed classroom context.
The Commission may want to consider how to build on and harness this strength to
ensure it is applied consistently and in particular is used to encourage learners to
develop literacy, numeracy, thinking and collaboration skills as well as vocation specific
ones
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Supporting progress of all learners
Learning styles
There is evidence that, at least in the past, learning styles has been a key strategies for
personalising learning and ensuring staff respond appropriately to the variety of learners’ needs
in their classrooms.
But the evidence behind the learning styles models and specifically their appropriateness for
teaching and learning in FE concluded that they should be used with care (Coffield et al. 2004).
The review found that many models were weak and unreliable, and had a minor impact on
teaching and learning. In addition, only two of the models explored in the review were identified
as robust and useful in the context of post-16 education and training and some of learning styles
models were never intended for education, but for the business world.
One problem highlighted by the reviewers was the contradictory advice about how to respond to
learning styles. Whilst some researchers suggested matching the tutor’s teaching style with
students’ individual learning styles, others suggest learners should develop a repertoire of styles.
The reviewers advised moving away from individual learning styles to broader notions of how
learners approach and conceive learning and using teaching strategies which are proven to be
more effective, such as using thinking skills techniques or providing feedback (CUREE, 2007).
Alongside these strategies that work for all learners, it is also important to provide additional
support to some groups of learners to support their progress. The following slides explore these
in more detail.
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Supporting different groups of vulnerable learners
When looking at progression of vulnerable learners, LSIS commissioned review (NIACE 2010),
drew conclusions for several groups of vulnerable learners.

Minority ethnic learners
Ethnicity was found to be a highly significant factor in withdrawal rates, especially for Asian
learners. Written and spoken English skills was a potential barrier for some minority ethnic
learners and this had an impact on their achievement and progression. The review highlighted
the importance of
•
•
•

Language support
Guidance about course choice
The use of different teaching and assessment strategies.

The review also suggested that role models and mentors can have a positive effect on young
minority ethnic learners’ progression and achievement as family values have a greater effect on
than on white young learners.

Learners with learning difficulties and/or disabilities
The review found that consistent critical success factors in supporting progression for learners
with different learning difficulties and disabilities (SEN learners) included:
• taking the wishes and aspirations of individuals as a starting point for planning and delivering
programmes for those individuals;
• working with partner organisations to develop local progression routes to support transition
between providers; and
• providing information, advice and guidance in a range of formats and media (NIACE 2010).
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Supporting learners with learning difficulties and
disabilities
With regards to SEN learners, Dee et al.’s review 2006 further showed the importance
of targeting communication skills, particularly when supporting learners with
profound and complex learning difficulties. It suggested that teachers need to be more
aware of the range of ways through which learners may communicate, e.g.. through
gesture and facial expression.

There was evidence too that activities such as storytelling helped people with learning
difficulties to learn more about themselves and increase their ability to express
themselves. For example, one study showed that belonging to a storytelling circle
improved the social and emotional wellbeing of the learners as well as engaging them
in a meaningful activity. The review also suggested that:
•

•
•

Where the learning takes place is was important as what was being learned. Teachers had to
help learners to make connections between formal (college or work) and informal settings
(home, community) to help them transfer and generalise skills
Active participation in learning increased learners’ social and emotional wellbeing
ICT and multimedia should be central in supporting learning and social inclusion rather than
being seen as a useful, but peripheral, tool (Mellar et al. 2007).
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Supporting young offenders’ learning and progression
Young offenders are one of the vulnerable and most resistant learner groups.
Practitioners working with such learners often look for alternative approaches to
organising teaching and learning.
One group of practitioners working with young offenders developed an approach
focused on the needs and starting points of young offenders. The four-hour
classroom-based sessions alternated between frequently changing learning activities,
some of them physical, each lasting no more than ten minutes. Each session also had
at least two set breaks. This had the effect of breaking up the amount of time for
which the young people had to concentrate. The style of material and the topics
covered were also designed to help the students concentrate. Activities included:
•
•

Using money as a hook to engage the students in numeracy work, such as written exercises
on budgeting skills and effective weekly food shopping
Reading books on crime and individual criminals’ case studies to unpick the myths behind
gang culture (not as glamorous as many young people imagine) while enhancing the
students’ literacy skills.

During each session, the project facilitators used a spinning wheel to determine which
student went first or answered a question. The spinning wheel forced the students to
get up off their chairs and become actively involved in the session (Addison & Bucklee
2007).
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Implications – vulnerable learners
•

•
•

•

The evidence about effective approaches to teaching and learning support for
vulnerable learners seems to be small scale and, understandably to focus on
particular groups and contexts
This seems to be an areas where technology has a particular part to play and
where personalisation of learning is key.
Many of the strategies highlighted throughout this theme will be helpful to
teachers in responding to such needs but will need specific contextualisation in
this context.
The Commission may wish to encourage, small scale studies of a wider range of
cases followed by a suitably theoretically underpinned meta-analysis to reveal and
develop current best practice.
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Implications - overview
•

•

•
•

•

The evidence here highlights many good practices and emphasises in particular the importance of
the meaningful and contextualised opportunities that vocational education offers to learners.
But it also reveals the opposite side to this coin; the evidence about the extensive nature of
uninspiring teaching and learning is particularly worrying. It may well be that traditional forms of
assessment and learning are obscuring important ways of involving learners and teachers in ongoing
formative assessment. Similarly, the focus on vocational contexts seems to be obscuring ways of
connecting learning with learners’ lives beyond the vocational learning setting..
This implies that the vocation specific traditions and practical demands of vocational education are a
challenging environment in which to experiment with new and more inspiring, participative,
independent and challenging approaches.
The approaches highlighted by the evidence here would do a great deal to address this if tackled in
depth and through effective approaches to CPD. It will be important for the Commission to model
these practices in its own approach to communicating its findings and recommendations. We hope
the Commission can:
–

avoid quick fixes without underpinning opportunities to explore why they do and don’t work in different contexts, and:

–

Support offer opportunities to collect and analyse evidence about how changes in the teaching and learning offer from teachers is
being experienced by students.

What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander…. One of the most important routes for
embedding such approaches in day-to-day vocational education is ensuring that the teachers
expected to make these changes on behalf of their students get to experience their benefits first
hand.
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English and Maths in Adult and Vocational Education:
the Issues
Both literacy and numeracy are essential skills and national data demonstrate that
levels of these skills ‘have increased over recent years, both for young people
attending post-16 education and training and in the working population as a whole’
(Ofsted 2011). However, there is still significant room for further improvement.
For example, according to a survey by the Confederation of British Industry (2011),
many school and college leavers do not have the literacy and numeracy skills to thrive
in the workplace.
Similarly, in its recent report focused on numeracy, Ofsted highlighted that:
•

•
•

Around 20% of young people enter the workplace without the numeracy skills they need for
success
Only around half of learners who enter for numeracy qualifications at level 2 are currently
successful
Around 20% of economically active adults in England are still below this level of numeracy
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English And Maths in Adult and Vocational Education:
the Issues (2)
Learner motivation
Despite their low levels of literacy and numeracy skills (e.g. in some colleges more
than 70% of students are below L2 on entry (Ofsted 2011), learners in further
education contexts are frequently reluctant to sign up for targeted literacy and
numeracy courses. This is often due to their negative prior experience of learning in
these subject areas. In other cases learners wish to focus on their vocational
knowledge and skills and see no links between these and the core skills:
“I hate maths, I didn’t come here to do maths” (Ofsted 2012)

Quality of provision
Instances of weak literacy and numeracy provision are still noticeable in the sector. In
such cases provision often focuses ‘primarily on disparate topics ... required for
external tests’, learning is ‘segmented into the acquisition of disparate ... skills’ and
often lacks relevance or connections with learners’ lives. (Ofsted 2011)
Embedded approaches to teaching literacy and numeracy, i.e. those that use
vocational learning to contextualise literacy and numeracy, aim to address the issues
outlined above
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Embedded Approaches to Teaching English and
Maths: The Benefits
A study by the National Research and Development Centre (NRDC) for Adult Literacy
set out to explore the impact of embedded LLN provision on learners’ achievement. It
also aimed to pin down what exactly the characteristics of successful embedding are.
It found the benefits were impressive.
• Learners on embedded courses had better staying on rates than those on nonembedded courses. Retention was 15% higher
• 93% of learners with a Skills for Life need on fully-embedded courses, achieved a
literacy/ESOL qualification, compared with only 50% of those on non-embedded
courses
• 93% of learners on fully-embedded courses also achieved a numeracy/maths
qualification, compared with 70% for those on non-embedded courses (Casey et al
2006)
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Embedded Approaches to Teaching English and
Maths: The Challenges
In instances where a single teacher took responsibility for both vocational and literacy,
language and numeracy teaching, learners were twice as likely to fail their literacy or
numeracy assessments. (Casey et al. 2006)
Vocational teachers prefer to teach within their areas of expertise3; their own levels of
literacy and numeracy skills are often too low to teach these effectively. For example,
recent inspection evidence indicates that:
31 of the 46 providers where records were sampled had fewer than half of their
tutors with the required qualifications at level 5 in teaching numeracy (Ofsted
2011)
In the same way, literacy and numeracy teachers often feel out of their depth when
they try to teach a vocational skill they are unfamiliar with. One teacher in the study
summed up this concern well:
‘You wouldn’t expect a maths teacher to teach plastering … so why on earth do you
expect a plasterer to teach maths?’ (Casey et al. 2006)
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Embedded Approaches to Teaching English and
Maths: Tackling the Challenges
Teamwork is key
A collaborative approach to developing and delivering embedded teaching and learning of literacy
emerged consistently as a prerequisite of success.
For example, research conducted on behalf of NRDC (Casey et al. 2006) found that numeracy,
literacy and vocational teachers need to work together to ensure that they cater for learners’
different needs.
• This often involved teachers planning together so that literacy and numeracy skills and
vocational work were closely related
• Some of the most successful embedding practice noted by the study flowed simply from key or
basic skills practitioners being part of a vocational programme team and working out of the
same base rooms

Other benefits of team-working
The embedded team approach also enabled an effective model of continuing professional
development: two-way mentoring. Vocational practitioners could receive literacy, numeracy or ICT
mentoring from key and basic skills colleagues and Skills for Life staff could be supported by their
vocational colleagues to enhance their vocational knowledge and experience.
But more important for success than the method of working was that staff had made, and were
seen to have made, the commitment to work together.
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Embedded Approaches to Teaching English and
Maths: Examples of Good Practice from the UK
Piloting new ways of working
An FE college created a new management post to lead on embedding the teaching of functional
skills across the college
When developing the approach, pairs of buddies (an LLN specialist and a vocational teacher) were
set up to cover a number of curriculum areas, including Early Years, Art and Design, Motor Vehicle.
Each pair explored a different issue, e.g.:
•
•
•

How much time would each pair need to work together in and out of the classroom?
How would this additional time be resourced?
How would they work together in the classroom?

This was followed up with a series of development sessions exploring teaching approaches and
materials, and developing the foundations for working collaboratively, to work out the foundations
for scaling the work up across the college. (QIA, 2007)
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Embedded approaches to teaching English and Maths:
examples of good practice from the UK
Recently judged by Ofsted as ‘excellent’ at integrating and relating to functional skills with
vocational subjects, here is an overview of functional skills provision developed by a private
provider.

Initial assessment
•

•

Initial screening and diagnostics to assess learners’ mathematics and English skills and to
ensure that they are placed on the right level of functional skills and receive the appropriate
individual support
Initial diagnostics help reveal barriers to learning and inform plans to meet individual needs.
Learners with specific or more generalised learning needs can access specialised support or
work in smaller groups.

Staff working together
•

‘Functional skills sessions are always double staffed, with the functional skills tutor taking the
role of lead tutor and the vocational tutor providing support for the topic and adding
contextual relevance’ (Ofsted 2012).
Continue
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Embedded approaches to teaching English and Maths:
examples of good practice from the UK
The first session
The first session is key to ensuring learners’ engagement with functional skills. During this session:
•
•
•

Learners are introduced to functional skills
Get familiar with practical and meaningful contexts for future functional skills sessions
Create visual functional skills mind maps which they can use throughout the course.

A key feature of this first session is a presentation by an industry professional who relates the value
of functional skills to their own professional journey.

What learners say:
Learners enjoy their functional skills lessons and the way that the activities are made relevant to
their chosen vocational area
‘I didn’t like maths when I was at school but maths is now my favourite subject. It is more
meaningful here and helps with things like marketing and budgets.’
Learners are able to see how their skills are improving and notice how the chances of being
successful in their chosen area of employment (music, fashion, etc) are increasing (Ofsted 2012)
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Embedded approached to teaching English and Maths:
international examples
An American study set out to develop and test a model designed to improve students’
maths skills through vocational courses. It found that embedded approaches helped the
students:
•
•

To learn mathematical concepts which they had been unable to grasp in the traditional maths
classroom
Improved their understanding of maths to the extent that they achieved higher grades on
standardised maths tests.

How did this work?
Vocational subject tutors worked with their maths tutor colleagues to identify maths
concepts inherent in their curricula and devise lesson plans. The vocational subject
tutors helped their students to make links between mathematical concepts through a
series of seven carefully planned steps that began with an introduction to solving a real,
relevant problem. This proceeded with students practicing with several similar examples
and ended with students applying the concept they had learned to a more abstract
problem.
The essential feature of the model was the teamwork between the vocational subject
tutors and their maths tutor partners to identify the maths concepts embedded in the
vocational subjects and develop the lessons together. (Stone et al 2005)
Back to English and Maths in adult and vocational education landing page

Next

Supporting learners’ English and Maths development:
other approaches
Research and practitioner evidence suggests that there are a number of approaches
that work well alongside embedded teaching of literacy and numeracy, often as
interventions.
These included:
•
•
•

Explicit teaching of phonics in adult vocational education contexts
Encouraging learners to make use of their literacy skills
Building learners’ conceptual understanding
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Supporting learners’ literacy development: teaching
phonics to adults
There has been considerable interest in phonics at primary level but there was a lot of
scepticism about where phonics can be an effective learning strategy with adults.
Research by the National Research and Development Centre (NRDC) found that after
just one term of using a systematic phonics approach, the learners (mainly Entry 1-3):
• Had made significant progress in reading comprehension and spelling skills
• The learners’ confidence improved in a range of language and literacy tasks.
So how did they do it?
•
•

•

•

Training
The teachers first attended four days of training that included the basics of English
phonetics (the sounds we use and the way we say the sounds) and phonology (the
system of sounds in language, how they are organised and what patterns there
are)
The teachers were encouraged to base their phonics teaching on the DCSF scheme
Letters and Sounds
Having the theoretical knowledge gave the teachers the confidence to adapt
resources and materials, and to deal with learners’ questions (Burton et al 2008).
Continue

Back to Other approaches landing page

Next

Supporting learners’ literacy development: teaching
phonics to adults
The teaching and learning process
•

•
•

When introducing phonics to their classes, the teachers were careful to celebrate
the fact that their learners, as adults, were already knowledgeable and to maintain
a distinction for the learners between approaches for adults and children
The teachers’ starting points depended on the level that they felt their learners
had reached
They followed a clear, planned structure and included a lot of repetition.

Learning resources
•
•
•

Using a good range of resources and fun activities was fundamental
The teachers often designed their own materials, based on ideas from “Letters and
Sounds”.
These included games such as bingo, where the learners were given a grid of
Consonant/Vowel/Consonant (CVC) words (pin, sat etc) and the teacher called out
words that the learners had to identify and cross off (Burton et al 2008).
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Supporting learners’ English and Maths development:
encouraging learners to make use of their literacy skills
According to a recent study, FE practitioners are aware of the danger of swamping
students with too much to read, which often leads to them over-simplifying examples
of written text, resulting in them being decontextualised and not sufficiently
challenging to support learners’ literacy development.
To counteract this tendency, practitioners tried e.g. using mind-maps to develop
students’ note-taking skills.
•
•
•

•

The tutors offered this device to students in a variety of forms, leaving it up to the student to
decide which was best
The tutors introduced the technique as a practice that students might adopt to assist their
understanding and which would help their personal development
They took a view that was genuinely empowering and student-centred in that it gave the
students real choice and control over how they used (or didn’t use) the technique.
Importantly, the approach began with the tutor valuing the students’ existing practices or
preferred ways of learning
Students were then encouraged to translate the technique into forms that made sense in the
context of their own practices and learning. (Edwards & Smith 2005)
Continue
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Supporting learners’ English and Maths development:
encouraging learners to make use of their literacy skills
Elsewhere, researchers found a stark contrast between the literacy practices that
students choose to engage in out of college and those required for college course
assignments. Students’ writing out of college was often collaborative, selfdetermined, non-linear and creative, making use of multimedia and involving a variety
of different modes (symbols, pictures, colour and/or sound). But for college tasks,
students were expected to work alone, produce text in a linear format, rewrite and
present information they had been given previously, to standard format and in a
specified number of words.
The research showed how tutors could harness their students’ home literacies by
making small but significant changes to assignments.
•

•

•
•

For example, Travel and Tourism students were required to write a series of three reports about
tourist destinations. Although the content of the course was specified by the awarding body, it was
possible for material to be presented in different ways. The students said they preferred visual and
active work and talking to writing, so the tutors offered the students the choice between producing
a PowerPoint, an exhibition or a report
This gave the students a real sense of ownership of their work and their attention to audience
(‘rehearsed’ when working with peers) was evident in the beautifully presented leaflets and posters
they produced.
Usually reluctant to write extended texts, the learners produced slides full of text for their
PowerPoints and wrote scripts or copious notes for themselves. The students identified with the
activity and saw that it had a clear purpose, so they found the writing less onerous.
Importantly, not only were the activities nearer to the students’ preferred literacy practices, they
were also nearer to the types of literacy practices that would be required in their future careers

(Casey et al 2006).
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Supporting learners’ numeracy development: building
learners’ conceptual understanding
Fundamental mathematical concepts are one of the essentials necessary to use
numeracy successfully. Understanding of such concepts allows learners to apply their
mathematical skills independently and confidently in different contexts.
According to Ofsted, developing learners’ conceptual understanding does not always
feature in the numeracy provision in the adult and vocational sector:
‘In the weaker sessions, tutors focused too much on giving learners opportunities
to practise a specific numeracy skill often in the hope that they would eventually
get the answer right, with insufficient checking of whether the learners had
understood the reasons underpinning it.’ (Ofsted 2011)
In effective teaching of numeracy on the other hand, practitioners promoted
mathematical reasoning and explanation rather than just recall of the solution or the
correct answer. They used practical contexts and visual reinforcements to secure the
initial understanding. This was then extended by probing questions and peer support
to develop links between contexts and situations and move to the conceptual level
(Ofsted 2011).
Continue
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Supporting learners’ numeracy development: building
learners’ conceptual understanding (a case study)
Fractions – a difficult concept for many learners
A reason for their difficulty is the relative nature of fractions: the same fraction can
refer to different quantities (e.g. 1/2 of 8 and 1/2 of 12 are different) and different
fractions can be equivalent because they refer to the same quantity (e.g. 1/3 and 3/9).
What did the research find out?
•

•
•

Teachers needed to understand the elements that constitute the concept. In the case of
fractions, these were sharing (e.g. Is one cake shared between 3 people the same as two
cakes shared between 6 people?) and part-whole relationships
Using the elements/approaches that learners were better at (sharing) as a starting point for
teaching the concept was linked to learners making more significant progress
Learners’ understanding of fractions was often context-specific: they could easily see that
fractions 1/3 and 2/6 were equivalent when talking about pizzas but did not display the same
level of understanding in relation to liquids. The study highlighted the importance of
exploring concepts in a range of situations to ensure depth of understanding and enable
learners to use mathematical concepts independently in new contexts. (Nunes et al 2006)
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Implications
Since the evidence about leadership emphasises the importance of leaders
modelling a commitment to continue to learn about teaching and learning in
cross boundary contexts, and this evidence highlights the importance of
embedding LLN learning in vocational context using specialists from both the
LLN and vocational domain, the commission might usefully sponsor and
encourage systematic research and development to be carried out by
professional teachers including groups of leaders and organisation specialists.
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Leading adult vocational learning
Overview
There is a large body of research, both in the UK and internationally, into the characteristics of
organisational leadership in general. A specific focus on leadership in the further education
system (FES) is relatively rare. However, research in England by Price Waterhouse Coopers (PWC)
on behalf of the DCSF (2007) has established that organisational leaders, whether of schools,
private sector organisations or higher and further education all face a constantly changing
environment in which accountability and value for money have become increasingly important.
Here we focus particularly on evidence about leadership practices which have a positive impact
on outcomes for learners. We also consider the evidence about effective leadership development
which will enable leaders to utilise high impact practices.
The evidence can be navigated using the headings below.

Explore the evidence:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leadership practices which impact on teaching and learning
Modelling professional learning and developing people
Managing the teaching programme
Setting directions
Relationships
Leadership case studies
Professional development for leaders
Implications
References
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Leadership practices which impact on teaching and
learning
The nature of the evidence
•

•

•

There are leadership studies which focus specifically on post-16 education (Estyn 2007, Muijs et al
2006), and on effective leadership in higher education institutions (HEIs) (Gibbs et al 2007). But
studies of connections between leadership and student outcomes in the school sector are more
common and rigorous and pursue the effectiveness of interventions in more depth.
So the evidence from the post-16 sector can be usefully supplemented, intergrated and illustrated
by these school-centred studies which provide awareness of evidence about links between the
practices of leaders and student outcomes. (Robinson 2007; Leithwood et al 2006; Waters et al
2003).
Robinson (2007) and Waters et al (2003) are meta-analyses of statistical effects. The researchers
based their findings on studies which measured student outcomes and described leadership
actions and characteristics. They established an effect size for each leadership element based on
student data, and then an average effect size for each element across the studies.

Effective leadership practices
The meta-analyses highlight the leadership practices which have the most impact on learning
(CUREE 2010). These are listed below in order of effect size:
•
•
•
•

Modelling professional learning and developing people
Managing the teaching programme
Setting directions
Relationships.

The following slides explore each of these in more detail. The practices with the most impact are
featured first.
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Modelling professional learning and developing
people
Leaders’ involvement in professional development and learning
Robinson’s recalculation of the effect of a large number of leadership studies showed
that the most important thing that leaders do to support learning in their institutions
is to involve themselves in the professional learning and development of their staff.
She found the average effect size to be 0.84 in institutions where the leadership “not
only promotes, but directly participates with teachers in, formal or informal
professional learning”.
Devolving responsibility and appointing staff
•

Estyn identified as a representative trait of effective FE institutions the motivation that
follows involvement in decision-making:
“Staff accept that they are accountable for the quality of their work and they try actively to
improve their performance as teachers and leaders so that learners can make the best
possible progress.” (2007: 8)

•

Leaders in organisations that were effective in securing student success made specific efforts
to support staff to take on the responsibilities their roles demanded. This entailed not only
helping staff to develop the knowledge and skills needed to accomplish organisational goals,
but also the “commitment…resilience [and] the dispositions to persist in applying that
knowledge and skill” (Leithwood et al 2006: 36)
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Managing the teaching programme
Robinson calculated the effect size for leaders “planning, coordinating and evaluating
teaching and the curriculum” at 0.42. This dimension included:
•
•
•

Support and evaluation of teaching through regular classroom visits
Provision of formative and summative feedback to teachers, and
Direct oversight of the curriculum through coordination across classes and year levels and
alignment to organisational goals.

In the further education sector in Wales, Estyn identified the importance of leaders
involving themselves in the core business of teaching and learning:
“The best leaders and managers make sure there is teaching and learning of good quality so
that learners get the qualifications they set out to achieve. Where leadership and strategic
management are weak, it often makes learners and institutions less successful than they
could be.” (2007:7)

Gibbs et al found that most of the HEI leaders in their study were recognised as
effective teachers:
“Several [leaders] had developed sufficient expertise in leadership of teaching that they
were much in demand to give lectures and run seminars for other heads of department,
sometimes on a national or international scale.” (2007: 4)
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Setting directions
The research suggests that it is not enough to simply create document or policies, but
in order to have an impact on outcomes, leaders need to:
•
•
•

Translate their vision for their institution into concrete goals (Estyn 2007, Robinson 2007,
Waters et al 2003)
Behave in ways that are consistent with their visions (Waters et al 2003, Leithwood et al
2006)
Communicate that clearly and consistently and embed it in organisational teaching and
learning routines (Estyn 2007, Robinson 2007, Waters et al 2003).

Effective leaders made clear their expectations to staff. In successful further education
organisations leaders operationalised such expectations by:
•
•

Setting out action plans
Using targets to make sure planned changes occurred swiftly to minimise disruption for
learners (Estyn 2007).
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Relationships
Research (CUREE 2010) showed that working relationships which focused on
professional rather than personal issues had a greater impact on learning.
•

•

Waters et al (2003) calculated an effect size of 0.33 for the dimension of ‘situational
awareness’ – that is the extent to which leaders are “aware of informal groups and
relationships among staff”
On the other hand, researchers found that “the extent to which the principal demonstrates
an awareness of the personal aspects of teachers and staff” had an effect size of 0.19. This
ties in with the finding that “the extent teachers identified principals as close personal friends
or as participants in discussions was not significantly related to student outcomes” (Robinson
2007: 16).

To create productive professional relationships leaders focused on:
•

Distribution of the leadership of teaching and learning.

•

Establishing an orderly environment.

There is also evidence from the post-16 sector relating to the importance of
establishing relationships and collaboration between providers
The following slides explore these elements in more detail.
Continue
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Relationships: distributed leadership
Muijs et al (2006) defined three broad types of leadership:
• Transactional leadership – concerned mainly with exchange, e.g. of financial rewards for extra
employee effort
• Transformational leadership – which brings about change in individuals and organisations
through an appeal to values and long-term goals
• Distributed leadership – in which all staff take on some form of leadership in their
organisation.
Their literature review identified evidence which showed that distributed forms of leadership are
most likely to bring about enduring change in FE – a finding reinforced by Leithwood et al. In
contrast, the views of Muijs et al’s own sample of managers and staff were equivocal with regard
to the desirability, effectiveness and implementation of distributed leadership:
“While transformational leadership seemed well supported in these organisations,
distributed leadership received far less support from respondents, both with regard to its
perceived effectiveness and to its application.” (2006: 103)
Indeed Muijs et al’s research found that transactional styles of leadership were not uncommon
for certain activities. This suggests that a mix of leadership approaches may be required for an
organisation to be successful. Leaders need to be flexible and adapt their approach according to
current circumstances.
Continue
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Relationships: establishing an orderly environment
The Waters et al and Robinson meta-analyses describe the benefits of leaders creating and
maintaining systems that ensure an orderly environment. According to their calculations, effect
sizes were 0.26 for “order” and 0.24 for “discipline” (Waters et al 2003) and 0.27 for “ensuring an
orderly and supportive environment” (Robinson 2007).
Both reviews include protecting instructional time in this category – that is holding off as much as
possible anything that might distract teachers from the central task of teaching.
A pre-condition for creating an orderly environment and pre-empting the need for extensive
problem-solving is for leaders to be well-informed via strong lines of communication. Being well
informed about patterns in achievement through analysis of ‘robust information’, and presenting
this clearly to managers was key practice for effective leaders in further education (Estyn 2007).
Estyn concluded:
“Weak leaders and managers nearly always fail to use management information robustly
and do not focus enough on analysing trends in the attainments of learners.” (2007: 4)
Having identified where problems lay, leaders targeted resources and energy on dealing with
them. Gibbs et al found that effective leaders did not ignore problems they became aware of,
even if they had been ‘festering’ for some time, but tackled them head on:
“These heads openly acknowledged the problems, diagnosed them convincingly and
mobilised others to work to address them in a positive way.” (2007: 2)
Continue
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Relationships: collaboration between providers
Evidence from FE shows the importance of collaboration and partnership in effective
delivery for learners (National Improvement Strategy Theme 5 2009)
•
•

Collaborative partnerships were successful when they built effectively on previous
experience and drew on the individual specialisms of the partners involved
Best practice involved liaison between schools, colleges, work –based learning providers,
support services and employers.

Effective collaboration with employers included:
•
•
•
•
•

Raising the profile and extent of employer-facing work (Kenwright et al 2007)
Providing reliable communication channels for employers (Kenwright et al 2007, Hughes &
Smeaton 2007)
Consulting with employers about their needs (Kenwright et al 2007, Hughes & Smeaton
2007, Kenwright et al 2007)
Making sure employers were represented on the partnership steering group (National
Improvement Strategy Theme 5 2009)
Involving employers in drawing up a service level agreement identifying the roles and
responsibilities of all partners (National Improvement Strategy Theme 5 2009).
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Leadership case studies
Research which involved case studies of leadership in the learning and skills sector illustrates
some of the leadership practices highlighted here in action. In all cases, the leaders aimed to
embed literacy, language and numeracy (LLN) skills across the organisation (Howard & Kings
2010).
Developing people
•

•

Leaders integrated LLN into whole organisation CPD. This included awareness training and sessions on
tools, such as using writing frames. CPD leaders also supported vocational staff to adopt and adapt
teaching strategies to teach LLN to particular groups of students, such as ex-offenders
One college organised teaching teams consisting of LLN staff and vocational teachers so that they could
plan and deliver the vocational curriculum with LLN at its core.

Managing the teaching programme
•
•

Leaders made it a requirement that LLN objectives were included in each department’s development plan
or made sure that LLN was included in the agenda of meetings across the organisation
In one college ‘One Big Friday’ was introduced. This involved all the fashion learners working on Key Skills
and one core unit. Success rates in Key Skills improved by 30%.

Back to Leading adult vocational learning landing page

Next

Professional development for leaders
Previous slides highlight the substantial evidence that leadership practices impact on student
learning outcomes. Ensuring leaders engage in high quality professional learning emerges
particularly strongly from Robinson’s (2007) very rigorous meta-analysis and is a logical outcome
of others.
There is a robust body of evidence describing the characteristics of professional development
which leads to positive student outcomes, such professional development is:
•
•
•
•
•

Rooted in peer support between professional leaders who are both taking risks
Supported by specialist expertise from people outside the immediate situation
Focused on aspirations for students
Sustained over time
Involves exploring evidence from trying out new things.

Effective leadership development involves all of the above. Additional features include:
•
•
•
•

Greater importance of the availability of external sources of peer support and its role in extending and
redefining the borders within which leaders conceive their role
The availability of flexible and non-linear programmes of support
The centrality of programme recruitment and selection processes in identifying leaders’ starting points
and their orientation towards learning and shaping the selection of learning activities
The role of professional standards as a tool for strengthening the focus on the leadership of learning (Bell
et al 2012).
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Implications

Leaders in sector organisations need to ensure that all senior leaders take and
make explicit a continuing interest in the quality of teaching and learning in
general and in expanding their own knowledge, understanding and effectiveness in
particular. Making explicit what and how they are learning and encouraging all
leadership colleagues to do the same, will model a commitment to continuing
improvement powerfully. Participating in and encouraging research and
development into effective teaching and learning is a role that seems to work well
for leaders. Making regular classroom visits, ensuring effective formative and
summative feedback for teachers and direct oversight of the curriculum through
the exploration of issues that cross organisational boundaries, are also effective
strategies for leading and modelling improvement of the quality of teaching and
learning.
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About CUREE
•

•

CUREE works at the leading edge of research and evidence-informed
educational practice. Our aim is to help teachers, leaders and policy makers
make informed decisions about the most effective and efficient approaches to
use in their own context. We search regularly and comprehensively to find the
most useful research, and constantly use evidence about effective learning
processes to create new, engaging and accessible tools for Continuing
Professional Development (CPD), for teaching and learning and for
organisational development.
A wholly independent company, led by Philippa Cordingley, CUREE is
internationally recognised for the quality and impact of our work supporting
practitioners, leaders and policy makers. We work in collaboration with a range
of individuals and organisations. We work with schools and colleges, networks
and Local Authorities across the country to support and inform CPD. Our clients
also include national organisations such as the government, in particular the
DFE and BIS, the National College, the Training and Development Agency for
Schools (TDA), the Learning and Skills Improvement Service and Specialist
Schools and Academies Trust. In recent years we have contributed very
substantially to the growing shift towards evidence-informed practice in
education by:
–
Helping school and college leaders to decide on cost effective approaches
by knowing what really works
–
Increasing the interest and skills of practitioners in their own classroom
enquiries
–
Making research and evidence useful and attractive to practitioners and
policy makers
–
Using research to underpin CPD which enhances teaching and learning
–
Increasing policy makers’ desire to build on what the evidence shows us

Centre for the Use of Research &
Evidence in Education
4 Copthall House
Station Square
Coventry CV1 2FL UK
philippa.cordingley@curee.co.uk
www.curee.co.uk
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