Pedagogy

Student engagement

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE?

“No more apologies”

The Smiths, 16 January 1984 (Johnny Marr / Morrissey)

2008 saw the emergence of the newly accredited Paralegal qualification in Scotland. The redesign saw a transition from a traditional lecture based approach with its self imposed boundaries to a more invigorated and motivated student centred learning environment. At the end of the previous qualifications structure in 07/08, a survey was undertaken to determine the students experience whilst studying at the School of law.  It was an attempt to look at the student experience incorporating the student ‘life cycle’.  This was to include pre-FE experience, delivery of the qualification, widening access and diversity, student welfare and support, teaching and learning, quality assurance and enhancement and the embedding of employability skills. The experience ends and begins with us; so we had to look to ourselves prior to looking to the candidate.  The results provided interesting reading and included the following; 

· Too little information made available to Schools guidance and career officers

· Too little pre induction advice

· Too few ‘practical’ classes
· ‘Material led’ classes
· Not enough individual support [academic]
· Too few group tasks 

· Relevance of some subjects not linked to other classes
· Too little pre exit information.

A new ethos of learning and training was rolled out in 2008 to make every attempt to engage candidates with the purpose of both their legal education and the qualification itself. No more was it required to apologise to word weary students with the offer of “law is like that”.  
Questions had to be answered reflecting what constitutes good education and the effectiveness of trying to measure quality against performance within Further Education.  Employability had become a catchword in the new design. Further Education was looking to demonstrate that the purpose of the new qualification was being achieved. The question, however, still remained; was it making the positive difference that was envisaged?

The School of law saw that good practice could be evidenced where data had been analysed in relation to overall achievement. Included in this analysis would be attendance, student withdrawals and individual awards.  The School required finding out how well it knew its own objectives and aims, the impact of its learning and teaching and any evidence of the value it was adding to each student’s individual distance travelled. A questionnaire was issued across 148 first year candidates by the head of curriculum design. The intention was to collect data about learners including data including perceptions of their expected course, student learning styles, intended academic progression and career aspirations.  The collection of data was relevant to issues of course design, examination loading, learning and teaching methods and FE/ HE partnerships.  It had a further benefit in that it gave a clear message to all candidates that their opinions were recognised and valued. Every attempt was made to show that traditional models of FE learning and teaching were to be challenged and that all candidates regardless of their personal circumstances were going to be encouraged to participate fully. A very simple and straightforward questionnaire was completed by all new candidates within the School of law.  It was time to listen…

	Activity
	Expected to undertake
	Option expected
	Did not expect to undertake

	Attend lectures


	142
	6
	

	Write reports and essays
	148
	
	

	Reading 


	148
	
	

	Presentations 


	125
	
	23

	Work experience
	118
	16
	14

	Library research


	119
	
	28

	Internet research


	86
	
	62

	Practical workshops


	105
	
	43

	Socialising 

	64
	
	84


The answers would hopefully address whether or not we were going to produce a quality education that was simultaneously performing in its objectives and succeeding in addressing the needs of both the candidate and their prospective employer. In order to determine success and to answer the question of whether it was making a difference; it was necessary to ask whether we were measuring quality or quantity? Could we or should we measure success by the number of candidates passing the qualification or through the recorded overall performance and feedback from our learners? Were they being individually successful? The holistic nature of the HND reflects the theory of Race, 1994 in that most candidates consider that they learn best [and feel the distance travelled; HMIe 2005] when they feel in control of their learning.   The white paper Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances (March 2006) recognised that when learners participate in decisions affecting their learning experience, they are likely to play a more active role in the provider’s quality improvement process.
As in other institutions, the students within the School of law were considered as individuals embarking on their journey as lifelong learners. Similarly through peer review and voluntary observations, lecturers within the School of law understood that they too had to evolve and embrace new ideas as legal professionals.  Part of this evolution, or revolution in the minds of some, was to take real action upon the weight of student data that was now being provided.  Clearly if teaching staff were provided with accessible information it could help them identify areas of need in their learning and teaching or areas having educational weakness on the course.  They could then more readily develop action plans that would have a positive impact on their learning, their materials and their students. After all, as legal professionals we share a common goal and that is to see every student succeed in their own way; the thorny issue of distance travelled, a term in itself which was never been fully rationalised to those who were tasked with delivering new standards to achieve it.   

The new qualification showed success in that it was allowing candidates to understand the reasons for their compulsory core and elective topics. This was seen to develop a learner identity both within the candidate and their study. Essentially it addressed the ‘why are we doing this?’ that often pervades the candidates deliberations towards their studies. In many cases, especially in practical classes, no more the “is this in the exam?”  It is accepted that all learning must involve a complex interplay of active and receptive processes, but delivering core skills, employability and citizenship through blended learning and teaching must be underpinned by the assumption that the students were, as much as possible, engaged as active participants (HMIe the School of Law and Social Science Central College Glasgow 09). 
It follows that ideas and views expressed as part of that active engagement ought to be appreciated by others involved with the learning and teaching process. This then led to a consideration of whether the revised qualification had made any impact upon the lecturer delivering the qualification.  Although it can be argued that most learning happens 'independently', this does not mean that lecturers were not playing an important part; of course they were.  The most notable difference that was reported was that the new atmosphere within the School was appearing to encourage the learners’ appetite to learn and the lecturers desire to lecture! Teaching staff were able to assess more effectively a candidate’s progress and were enthusiastically providing daily opportunities for students to ‘exercise’ their learning.  
When initially using the ever increasing data to design designing systems, processes and resources to help students to learn more effectively, it was necessary to remember that it was a time when student numbers were higher than they were.  It was a time to concentrate on the applicability of lessons, the opportunity for change, embedding employability and the essentials of citizenship; all of which can make learners integral and productive members of society as well as potential employees.  This did much to reflect the candidate led curriculum but also raised a further question. Were we making all efforts to address our learners’ individual needs? On previous designs the qualification delivered a theory led curriculum which was high on content but low on skills. Candidates found that although their appreciation of the core content of the legal subjects that they studied had improved at their appropriate level, there was a distinct awareness that there were weaknesses both in their skills based knowledge and independent learning. Employers were finding it difficult to recruit legal secretaries and paralegals with good core skills including numeracy. The resounding opinion of Scottish Legal firms surveyed was that skills training would address this unmet need. Employers stressed the importance of being able to think analytically and of practical skills as well as academic approaches. 

Feedback received through the HN Legal Services steering group demonstrated that the definition of the students’ identity went beyond the listing of a set of skills and included attributes such as confidence and self-esteem, flexibility and creativity. A more effectively structured peer guidance system was put into play provided feedback that the candidate also desired an awareness of the cultures and practices within the business environment. Clear guidance and accessible support from lecturers were cited by students as greatly helping them to develop the cultural capital for engaging with their studies as well as increasing their employability. Student reflective learning would therefore play an increased part in co-curricular activities and within the curriculum, with a view to promoting personal development, academic progress, lifelong learning and employability. The factors relevant to employment, i.e. a holistic approach to the student experience, were seen in many ways to be the same as those factors related to academic success and retention. The academic programme emphasised high quality provision at all levels. 
As course designers we had to address the effective value of the learning and teaching material and the way in which those materials were being utilised. Evaluating the term “effectiveness” in FE previously meant; did it improve the number of ‘passes’? Most resoundingly the opinion was that it did not as this would detract from embracing the individual attainment of that candidate. The pedagogical effectiveness had to be evidenced in terms of personalised student achievements. Very often we saw evaluation focus purely on the effectiveness of a resource or a learning tool. An area of enormous pedagogical value is evaluating the ‘nature of engagement’ by the students, both with the “object” of the learning being evaluated and the context in which it is used overall within a course.  Changing lives and shaping futures had become the byword of the College and ‘best practice’ was a common expression, however, had enough taken place to see excellence become a matter of course? Had the sea change in quality taken place so that every learner was receiving the best possible learning experience? It was here that the culture of measurement had an impact upon the education practice within the School.  Success rates and satisfaction rates illustrated where the quality was discernable and also importantly the areas where learners still were not receiving what they seemingly desired.

A great deal of consideration was been placed upon identifying the variety of reasons for student drop-out and withdrawal. Looking at the pre exit feedback of 07/08 the he learning and teaching strategy was attuned to make every effort to address all of the issues identified and proposed a suite of activities for improving the academic and personal support offered to students.  This required having on board members of staff that were pedagogically strong, supportive and capable of intellectual flexibility in their approach to both learning and teaching. One significant example of this was the introduction of a Professional Legal Skills Unit [PLS] into the curriculum.  Looking towards the ideals of employability, candidates could be introduced to the importance of business and commercial awareness. It was necessary that this awareness should be pitched at a level that was applicable to their level of appropriate study.  The important thing to transfer through PLS was that they were all integral parts of the office, corporate, firm or organisation. Essentially, they all had something to contribute. 

It was felt that considering the nature of widening access and opportunity, candidates needed to create an academic persona and an identity which they could relate to their studies and aspirations.  Candidates were actively encouraged to understand the reasons for their compulsory core subjects and elective topics. It was felt that this was central to the development of a learner identity within the candidate. In essence it addressed the ‘why are we doing…?’ that often pervades the candidates deliberations towards their course. In many cases, this is especially seen in practical classes.  It is accepted that all learning must involve a complex interplay of active and receptive processes, but delivering core skills, employability and citizenship through PLS had to be underpinned by the assumption that students should, as much as possible, be engaged as active participants in their learning process (HMIe 09); this had to include reflective learning. It follows that ideas and views expressed as part of that active engagement ought to be appreciated and respected by others participating with the learning and teaching process. The aims of the PLS unit was to enable students to acquire and develop subject knowledge and relevant skills thereby enhancing their personal development, employability and capacity for lifelong learning. Employer feedback demonstrated that their definition of ‘graduateness’ went beyond the listing of skills and included attributes such as; confidence and self-esteem, flexibility and creativity. 

In response to this, it was generally agreed amongst all staff in the School that emphasis should be placed on exploring and negotiating the disciplinary cultures and practices within the business environment. When the relevancy message increased, so did retention, attendance to lectures and student surveys carried out at 12 week intervals.  It became clear that this was working and was an example of some well spent investment in the cultural capital for engaging students with their studies. Professional skills Training could therefore play an increased part in co-curricular activities with a view to promoting personal development, academic progress, lifelong learning and employability. It is also believed that factors relevant to employment, i.e. a holistic approach to the student experience, are in many ways the same as factors related to academic success and retention.  Due to this, considerable attention was also given to individual professional development. A commitment to widening participation carried with it a commitment to directing resources at increasing contact with students throughout their studies, with frontloading at HN level. This contact embraced the domains of subject delivery, academic support, student services and well-functioning administrative systems.  

A distinctive hallmark of any learning and teaching strategy is the commitment of the staff as a whole to improving the student experience. The enhancement of learning development and support also meant providing more opportunities for high-achieving students who were actively seeking additional challenges, in particular, those students enrolling in year (2008) with strong higher results and who are aspiring for University places following the HND. It was decided that as a benchmark standard all diplomates should attain and develop fundamental learning, (English) language, academic literacy, numeracy, information literacy and those skills relevant to progression pathways as signposted by the SQA. The resourcing of provision for learning development, particularly at SQF level 7, was given high priority in order to improve progression and retention. This work was undertaken by experienced and self motivated staff who had a track record of being committed to this type of teaching, with due recognition made in teaching loads and additional contact hours.  

The students appeared to be performing well; indeed better. How should the School contextualise the performance? Data was pouring in from a number of sources.  To understand the value that the data was adding, the law School needed to know how it impacted upon their revised learning and teaching strategy.  This would need to include how much progress the students were making compared to candidates of similar prior attainment, how subject areas compared to each other across the programme design and how to identify students not making individual sufficient progress.  Would the measurement of outcomes and graduates prove the effectiveness of the new qualification? To answer that we needed to think back to our earliest efforts to hear the student voice and ask “effective for whom?”  This would allow us to think of what made a good education excellent.    When data is contextualised it takes into account a range of prior attainment factors as well as contextual factors such as ethnicity, gender and any individual support needs. 
The intranet ENQUIRER [© Faris Samara] allowed users to look at all individual factors and see a candidates’ progress.   A look to exam success allowed constructive discussions amongst staff with regards to the purpose of assessment with the instrument itself being used to improve course design.  Using individual data staff would share learning targets with the candidate in the form of personal learning plans.  This allowed the candidates to understand and recognise the standards to which they should aim to achieve their own distance travelled.  Weekly feedback sessions led students to identify what they should do next in order to improve.  The candidates themselves had an opportunity through weekly timetabled guidance to review and reflect on their performance and progress with their on course tutors thus developing skills in peer and self-assessment.  
This interest in the measurement of both the student and general educational outcomes was not intended to be simply restricted to the generation of tabular evidence. Effective use of qualitative data enabled teaching staff to help candidates build on what they had already achieved and also helped to set clear learning goals at appropriate stages in the qualification.  What was intended the provision of an evidence-base for best practice.  The initial survey taken at the induction of the 08/09 class seemed diminutive to many and especially to those who held the idea that further education could only possibly be transformed through undertaking large-scale experimental studies. There does remain many within Scottish FE who would argue that this merely turns the field into an evidence-based profession which would focus on quantity and not quality which rightly or wrongly has been the standard for law teaching in Scottish FE for many years.

There were failings. There were still differences amongst groups of lecturers who had very differing perspectives on what constituted the valid use of data. There were some who were very vocal in their belief that any exam data collected on a School wide basis was not of any particular use in formulating learning and teaching practices.  Their argument was underpinned by the social and academic diversity that exists within the candidate and the ‘clusters’ of those diverse candidates in any one class.  It was clear that lecturers were best not just left ‘home alone’ with myriads of data.  Staff required appropriate and effective guidance on how to use it.  In an attempt to address this, weekly afternoon workshops were held by members of the IT support teams and those members of the One Management Team [OMT Central College Glasgow].  Whilst helpful, they were certainly not enough. 
In order for data to be used effectively as a tool to build better educational systems it was very clear that staff needed input from a nominate trainer who could be on hand to coach and support them across the academic year.  Closer links between lecturers and line managers who are not necessarily involved in subject delivery was also required.  Teamwork and clear accessible lines of communication were required to help translate data into priorities, goals and strategies.  Those lines of communication at times broke down due to other issues becoming prioritised.  This caused some concern as it was always maintained that the priority was and always should be the student.  The data required to be clearly linked to School-planning and decision-making processes and to some degree this was successful. 

Conclusions 
The conclusions that have been gathered might appear to show more negatives than positives.  There is arguably much to be gained from that.  Implementing a revised learning and teaching strategy across a whole School has been a considerable professional learning experience for those delivering it.  The challenges and failures that have been experienced can be in themselves analysed and made into positive changes for the benefit of both staff and student alike.  What became very clear was that there would be a requirement for lecturing staff to have time to learn how to understand and apply data before they were put into the position of being tasked with using it for making curricular decision. Feedback from staff produced a valuable insight into what was required.  The fist issue highlighted was that staff needed guidance on what it actually was that they were looking for when collecting the data.  The main problem across the year 08/09 was that staff were collecting all and any data that they could; data for data sake.  Problems also arose when trying to access data. Systems failed and, in particular, the reliability of software was called into question on a number of occasions.  This led to a lack of faith in the data that was being collected.  Staff also felt “very adrift” with the results of the data.  What was ‘good data’? They had been tasked to develop strategies with little guidance on how to begin developing anything; little less a learning and teaching strategy.    

There were clear disagreements between groups of staff who saw differing perspectives on the valid use of data. Some staff argued that the analysis of School wide exam results were not adequate to align with individual class delivery, mainly due to the diversities contained within individual classes.  Each class in the School can have quite unique collections of learning styles which demand tailored learning and teaching methods to create effective learning environments. This was whole heartedly rejected by others who believed that the systematic review of students’ performance results on a School wide tests were very useful.  The variation in conceptions about the collected data may be explained, in part, by the variation between educational contexts. Both the selection and use of relevant data, therefore, must be considered in relation to the educational context within which they are used. Most teachers do not have formal training in how to draw meaning from data. A short afternoon session on research and analysis skills, whilst it was helpful, was most definitely not sufficient.  Lecturers required a clear learning process, time to acquire skills and guidance. Translating data into priorities, goals and strategies required that data to be clearly linked to School-planning and decision-making processes. On a number of occasions this was not apparent with specific questions remaining unanswered.  This said, School goals were being supported and problems were being identified which has led to a more pro active planning of the 2010/11 induction. 

There are just as many benefits as there are barriers to the successful use of data to improve student achievement and distance travelled.  The organised and planned use of data is a common characteristic among many HE institutions in Scotland that are high performing in terms of student achievement.  The short time use of data in FE could be used as an incentive to drive educational decision making results in changes in learning and teaching practice and School culture. Lecturers did remark upon greater sharing of best practice, a generally greater collaboration among the School and an increased sense of classroom efficacy and improved identification of students’ learning needs. Lecturing staff resoundingly agreed that the ultimate goal is to improve the students’ experience. Reaching that goal would take time and an investment in staff as well as sound educational practices. One significant challenge was to motivate staff to reflect upon their practice in the context of this new source of reflective data. When staff duly did so, the positive effects were telling

Two main observations were made from reviewing the year.  The first being that effective leadership made a positive affect upon the lecturers’ engagement with the use of the data to reach an overall improvement across the School. Effective leadership needed to articulate the rationale for the use of particular types of data, modelling the use of data, planning and providing a framework for staff to learn about using data, and structuring timetables to do so collaboratively across the School.  In order to achieve this, those undertaking a leadership role must have the requisite knowledge and skills to work with data as well as an understanding of which types of professional development are effective for the lecturing staff.  This would require both an investment in time and development through the staff CPD centre.   It has now been decided that the School must look outside to its partners in HE to access and collaborate with subject experts to help leaders prepare to fulfil their own specific function.
Secondly, it would now be necessary to induct new staff into a data-based decision-making culture by linking them with staff that had experience in using data to enhance student achievement. A buddying system is now in place and new members of staff are reporting very positively on the new practice.  The process of gathering information to address specific educational issues should not be a singular event in the year nor should the coaching support be isolated to induction.  In the main, a new radicalised qualification wanted to establish a set standard that it could correlate between the collected input and output data.  These results would hopefully bear witness to legal education in FE becoming more progressively and systematically improved and effective for those for which it is intended – the student. When the barriers to the use of data are minimised, the collaborations that arise from the use of that data to plan for improvement can strengthen the links between School culture, learning and teaching practice and essentially; success for students.
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