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A STUDY OF ENGLISH WORKSHOP PROVISION 

BY J H WARE

ABSTRACT

During the past decade students with particularly low-level literacy skills have 
imposed special demands, some colleges of Further Education meeting their 
needs by means of workshops. There was an information-gap about how best 
to enable linguistic acquisition in 16+ mainstream students and that need 
prompted this investigation.

The author set out to identify and describe good workshop practice in individual 
LEAs or colleges and to define the features of a model workshop. The central 
question was whether or not the workshop strategy was effective in meeting the 
literacy needs of FE students.

After a preliminary survey to discover suitable colleges, students and tutors were 
interviewed. Workshop sessions were observed using two contrasting 
instruments and HE and LEAs surveyed. Teaching materials and the learning- 
environment were scrutinised.

Two kinds of workshop emerged: the ILEA Communications Workshop and the 
Literacy-support workshop found in the non-ILEA colleges in the sample.

Because of their individuality, it was not reasonable to delineate a model 
workshop. Nevertheless clear principles of good practice were established, for 
example that there was a need to create a careful balance between the following 
emphases:

- learning individually and within groups;
- experience of oral and written work; 

practice in formal and informal talk;
the development of basic skills and wider learning-experiences; 
student autonomy and teacher-guidance.

As a result of the study it became clear that, whatever the lost opportunities 
discovered in individual workshops, in contrast with school they represented a 
positive educational experience for those who had been failed by traditional 
teaching-methods and students thought they were more effective in meeting their 
literacy needs. It also became clear that there was a need for staff development 
in the sample colleges and therefore probably in the FE sector as a whole in 
order to enable tutors to make more effective use of literacy workshops.
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CHAPTER ONE

AN OUTLINE OF THE RESEARCH

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

In the early 1980s a chain of events, described in Chapter Two, led to the 

admission into FE of a new clientele with needs that were vastly different from 

those for which colleges had previously provided. The consequent debate led 

to the recognition that many of the courses which had traditionally been offered 

had no relevance to these students, many of whom had low-level skills and a 

need for literacy and numeracy support.

This led to some radical changes in the curriculum and a re-examination of the 

way in which courses had traditionally been delivered. An important change in 

the delivery of language and numeracy work occurred particularly early in the 

development of the workshop approach in ILEA; this method then began to 

appear elsewhere. Reminiscent of some of the best practice in primary schools, 

but quite new to FE, this approach appeared to offer a learning-experience that 

was more congenial to students and similar to that already encountered by those 

on vocational preparation-style courses.

The scarcity of documentation about workshops made it imperative to attempt 

to create a coherent picture of an approach which appeared to have a great deal 

to offer students. A preliminary survey revealed a great deal of activity and 

suggested enormous dynamism; additionally a few underlying principles were 

observable. It was not possible, however, to detect in the variety of styles any 

clear definition of a workshop or what its boundaries might be and, in particular, 

how to define best practice. Neither was it clear that there was any guidance 

available in the form of staff development.

The purpose of this study was therefore to obtain a clear definition of a 

workshop's role, examine its effectiveness and establish a model derived from 

best practice.



THE DESIGN OF THE THESIS.

Chapter One: An Outline of the Research.

This chapter has been designed as a guide through the work, providing a 

chapter-by chapter summary of the contents. It also includes an explanation of 

the purpose of the study and an outline of the main results and conclusions.

Chapter Two: A Review of the Literature.

Having defined the term "Workshop", this chapter goes on to explain that the 

workshop approach to language acquisition has developed in response to two 

factors with an important influence in FE. One has been the continual rise in 

the demands upon the literacy skills of the population by a society with 

increasingly sophisticated technology; the other has been the entry into FE in 

recent years of a new client group with low-level literacy and numeracy needs 

as well as low levels of motivation.

The learning-theory shows how traditional educational methods may have failed 

such individuals and advocates student-centred approaches. From this literature 

have been drawn seven theoretical principles which seem fundamental to 

workshops. Eight workshops were to be investigated for the presence of these 

principles, their appropriateness in practice and for the effectiveness with which 

they were being applied.

Chapter Three: The Design of the Research.

This chapter provides a detailed description of the instruments employed in the 

research and the reasons why these were used, with a discussion of their 

theoretical background. The most important of those employed were interview 

schedules for workshop tutors and students as well as for craft tutors who were 

likely to refer students to the workshop. The aim was to elicit a rounded view 

of the appropriate role of workshops and their effectiveness and in particular to 

investigate students' experiences of this approach to learning and invite their 

reflections upon it.

The range of groups interviewed was intended to provide checks upon the data 

obtained from any one group. For this purpose questions overlapped, although



expressed in different ways in order to render them appropriate for the different 

subjects in the study. Further checks were built in by the use of two 

instruments employed for classroom observation as well as a room checklist. 

Wider implications, for example of the effectiveness of HE in the preparation 

of teachers or the role of LEAs in promoting literacy teaching and the workshop 

approach, were explored by means of postal questionnaires.

Chapter Four: Implementation of the Research and The Results. 

This chapter includes a discussion of the effectiveness of the research 

instruments in the light of their use and the difficulties that were encountered 

during implementation as well as the ways in which these were dealt with.

The results of the research are then recorded. They have been summarised here, 

and at this point some distinct differences were emerging between colleges 

within the then ILEA and colleges outside the ILEA and where this was the 

case the differences have been highlighted.

Results obtained from the researcher's own collaborating college are also clearly 

indicated in the appendices.

Chapter Five: Interpretation and Discussion of the Results. 

In Chapter Five the implications of the important distinctions between the then 

ILEA and non-ILEA colleges are explored. These can largely be encapsulated 

in the different concepts of the Communications and the Language-support 

workshops, the main distinctions relating to client group, compulsory as opposed 

to voluntary attendance and traditional classroom dynamics as opposed to 

student-centredness. These issues are explored in the light of what they have to 

offer each other since the research indicates important omissions in each.

The wider picture in relation to Government policy and its likely effect upon the 

development of learning-support workshops is also considered.

Chapter Six: A Summary of the Conclusions.



This chapter consists of a summary of the main discussion-points arising from 

the research. These are tied tightly to the original seven points delineated at the 

start of the research as a theoretical check-list for the effectiveness of the 

workshops seen in practice.

Appendices: All the data from questionnaires, interview schedules, classroom 

observation and materials and room scrutinies has been recorded in the 

appendices. The colleges in the sample have been listed and the researcher's 

own collaborating college distinguished from the rest. A distinction has also 

been made between the ILEA and non-ILEA colleges.

AN ACCOUNT OF THE RESEARCH METHODS USED AND WHY 

THEY WERE CHOSEN.

Aim of the Research:

The literature dealing with linguistic development in individuals indicated that 

student-centred methods of learning were likely to be more effective than the 

classroom approach that had traditionally been employed. It also pointed to the 

central importance of negotiating the learning-agenda with students. The ideal 

enabling environment was thought to be the (then) ILEA model of the 

Communications workshop (See Chapter 2). The aim of the research was to 

investigate this model and to seek ideas which would contribute to the concept 

of an ideal workshop. Flowing from this aim, the main objectives were to 

investigate students' learning-experiences on their own terms and to check 

teachers' perceptions and practices against these.

Research Strategies:

After a survey (The Initial Survey see pages 61, 83 and vi for further details) 

to discover suitable research locations, selection was based upon the willingness 

of the subjects to cooperate, as far as possible within the parameters laid down 

in Chapter Three. (See page 62). The extent to which this was successful is 

discussed in Chapter Four. (See page 83.) Although constraints imposed by 

unwillingness to cooperate can limit the ability to generalise from the data, it 

was always the intention to study the workshop method in the context within



which it operated and never to obtain a representative sample of the general 

population in order to make general predictions of a quantitative nature. 

Nevertheless, in order to obtain a good random sample the relatively large 

number of eight colleges was selected. A considerably smaller number of 

institutions has been regarded as acceptable elsewhere (1) .

The dominant notion of student-centredness and the consequent emphasis upon 

the investigation of the experiences and opinions of individuals indicated the 

selection of research instruments lying within the ethnographic range:

"The great strength of the case-study method is that it allows the researcher to 

concentrate on a specific instance or situation and to identify...the various 

interactive processes at work" <2) .

This decision was reinforced by the fact that, as a serving teacher who had set 

up a workshop and taught in it, the researcher was naturally an "insider" who 

shared experiences with one of the subject-groups. Other researchers have 

considered this factor to be sufficiently useful to create such a situation 

artificially. The approach falls within the ethnographic perspective on research 

and is linked with an emphasis upon the actors' experience of the processes 

under observation. In Chapter Three there is a description of the methods used 

to overcome any possible constraints upon student responses resulting from this 

role as well as from the additional involvement mentioned next. This 

relationship with the work is fully acknowledged and provides the advantage 

that it has been written from a teacher's perspective.

The further aspect of the researcher's "insider" nature mentioned above was as 

an employee of one of the sample colleges (the "collaborating college" 

mentioned on the front sheet and elsewhere in the thesis). The potential for bias 

in the subjects' responses as well as that of the researcher in assessing the data 

was carefully considered. It was felt that the professional respondents in all the 

sample colleges were equally likely to wish to present their activities in a 

positive light and that whilst the researcher's relationships within and detailed 

knowledge of her own institution created a difference from the others in the



sample any possible "halo effect" would probably not be any greater than that 

present in the other professional subjects' responses. In the event, staff replies 

in the collaborating college proved to be more open and critical than those of 

staff in the other colleges in the sample, presumably for the reasons just 

mentioned. In this sense, in the collaborating college, the researcher was an 

actor as well as an information-gatherer. Reliability and validity were ensured 

by the use of triangulation and this is discussed in detail later below (3)'

A polarity has developed between researchers advocating qualitative methods 

and those who employ quantitative methods, "where the former is considered to 

be soft, subjective and speculative, while the latter is described as hard, 

objective and rigorous." Yet the possibility of successfully combining the 

strengths of both has been demonstrated (4) and this study set out to supplement 

the advantages of ethnographic methods with some of the intrinsic strengths of 

quantitative methods. This is also discussed in more detail below.

A major preoccupation was to be the collection of detailed information about 

people studying within a particular context rather than data that would be 

generalisable to the population, or even workshops, as a whole and since 

emphasis was to be placed upon internal validity rather than external validity <5) 

the case study was considered to be ideal for this purpose. Nevertheless it has 

been argued that since classrooms share many characteristics it is possible to 

"clarify relationships, pinpoint critical processes and identify common 

phenomena" <6) and "if case studies are carried out systematically and critically 

... they are valid forms of educational research" (7) ; further, they provide a 

"relatively formal and fairly definitive analysis of a specific aspect of ... 

classroom life" <8) .

Because of the particular emphasis of the study the weaknesses of ethnographic 

methods, in particular their low level of reliability, were of less importance than 

their advantages of naturalism and inclusiveness, since the research was clearly 

setting out to interpret "the subjective meanings which individuals place upon 

their actions" <9) . Ethnographers are interested in the "sets of meanings which 

people use to make sense of their world and the people within it" and their



research emphasises "The search for meaningful relationships and the discovery 

of their consequences for action" (10). The aims and objectives of this research, 

which emphasises the students' experience, would therefore seem to fall clearly 

at the ethnographic end of a scale which has experimental methods at the 

opposite end emphasising the importance of high internal validity and 

"objectivity". The disadvantages of employing the survey method on its own 

in this small-scale study, with its focus on detail, lay in its low inclusiveness 

and general application to large-scale research projects (11).

Positivists believe that the world can be accurately interpreted only by means 

of scientific observation and experiment and that enquiry must therefore be 

limited to the acquisition of knowledge that can be gained by reason alone:

"the central belief of the logical Positivists is that the meaning of a statement 

is, or is given by, the method of its verification. It follows from this that 

unverifiable statements are held to be meaningless...." (12).

From this viewpoint the methods used to investigate the natural sciences are the 

only valid means for the investigation of social phenomena. The investigator 

is an observer and an analyst rather than a participant in society and his or her 

results must manifest themselves in terms of general laws. Further assumptions 

of Positivists concern predictability, empiricism and parsimony.

Anti-Positivists criticise this approach on the grounds that its deterministic 

nature excludes concepts of choice, freedom, individuality and moral 

responsibility. Kirkegaard argued that the subjectivity of the observer was an 

important factor, since it was necessary to recognise his or her relationship to 

the social world. Anti-Positivists hold that objectivity has a dehumanising effect 

and an individual's behaviour can be understood only by someone participating 

in his or her frame of reference:

"The purpose of social science is to understand social reality as different people 

see it and to demonstrate how their views shape the action which they take 

within that reality. Since the social sciences cannot penetrate to what lies

8



behind social reality, they must work directly with man's definitions of reality 

and with the rules he devises for coping with it. While the social sciences do 

not reveal ultimate truth, they do help us to make sense of our world. What the 

social sciences offer is explanation, clarification and demystification of the 

social forms which man has created around himself" (13).

Anti-Positivists would also argue that experimental research is altogether 

inappropriate for the investigation of human experience and Kirkegaard held that 

the meaning of experience was "concrete and individual, unique and irreducible, 

not amenable to conceptualisation" (14). However, the body of art and story- 

telling that exists in every known culture attests to the communicable and often 

shared nature of meaning within human experience. Further, this rather extreme 

point of view is not particularly helpful to the educational researcher, who is of 

necessity committed to the notion of learning as in some sense a shared 

experience, however diversely perceived by individuals.

A more helpful Anti-Positivist view is held by Ions, whose objection is to 

quantification which is an end in itself; he sees the scientific approach as 

applied to the social sciences as: "a branch of mathematics rather than a humane 

study seeking to explore and elucidate the gritty circumstances of the human 

condition" (15). A further helpful criticism is that Positivism fails to take into 

account the unique human ability to interpret and communicate experience. 

Social scientists argue that their discipline stands in a "subject/subject" relation 

to the world unlike the "subject/object" relationship of the natural sciences. 

That is, the individual interpretations of the world made by human subjects play 

an important role in the discoveries made by the researcher and cannot be 

ignored. Further, "the causes of social phenomena are usually multiple ones and 

an experiment to study them requires large numbers of people often for lengthy 

periods. This requirement limits the usefulness of the experimental method"(16>.

In this context, there would have been a major disadvantage in using an 

experimental approach to the study since human behaviour is not predictable in 

the way, for example, the reactions of two chemicals placed together in a test-

9



tube may be predicted and tested. In deciding where to place the research (e.g., 

LEA level, HE level, FE college level) there was a danger that the most 

significant explanatory variable in the style of individual workshops might have 

been eliminated. This proved to be at the level of the students themselves. The 

Positivist concept of parsimony would have overlooked what the Anti-Positivist 

view of inclusiveness was able to capture.

Pragmatically, experience has shown that the more rigorously objective the 

social scientist tries to render his research, the more trivial and the less useful 

it becomes to practitioners. This would seem to provide strong support for the 

view that the role played by human subjectivity is central, since the more this 

is filtered out the less of value there is to garner. David Holbrook puts it thus:

"Since ... the whole problem belongs to 'psychic reality', to man's inner world, 

to his moral being, and to the subjective life, there can be no debate unless we 

are prepared to recognise the bankruptcy of Positivism, and the failure of 

'objectivity* to give an adequate account of experience, and are prepared to find 

new modes of inquiry" (17).

This objection would seem particularly relevant to an investigation of students' 

learning-experiences where there was a heavy emphasis upon the description of 

explanatory variables. These were then to be used to form a hypothesis, which 

might highlight suitable areas for future research by other methods.

Whilst ethnographic concepts have led to the use of research methods which are 

better suited to the investigation of common experience, there were also 

disadvantages to the exclusive use of these methods in this study. A major 

objection is that they are unstructured and can be responsible for the collection 

of a large body of unmanageable data. Further, it is difficult to see how there 

can be a guarantee that the results of uncontrolled interviews and participant 

observation studies can be sufficiently consistent or orderly to be useful as they 

stand.

10



There was therefore a perceived need to build structure into the work.which for 

this reason combined survey approaches with ethnological methods. A good 

example of this occurs in the construction of the interview schedules, which 

comprised a mixture of open-ended and pre-coded questions. This was done in 

order to manage effectively the large quantity of information the instruments 

were designed to collect. (See Appendices B, C and D, pages viii, Ixxi and xc.) 

The emphasis upon structure is further exemplified in the decision to use 

instruments for classroom observation instead of participant observation and in 

the construction of a grid for the materials and room scrutinies. There were 

additional (more important) reasons for the use of all these measures and further 

discussion about them can be found below.

By these means the limiting effects of the experimental and survey approaches 

were avoided, since inclusiveness was a very strong feature of the work, whilst 

the provision of such a framework for the data helped to ameliorate what was 

seen to be a major disadvantage of ethnographic methods - unmanageability. 

This combination of approaches has been shown to be successful elsewhere (18).

This is distinctly different from the experimental approach, which sets out to 

eliminate or measure the effects of as many variables as possible in order to 

isolate and confirm the effect of those previously identified as in some way 

significant. In this approach researchers start out with a hypothesis which they 

then set out to prove. The strategy employed in this study, however, was to 

obtain a large quantity of data in order to draw from it appropriate information 

which would then generate a hypothesis. That is, ideas were sought which 

would contribute to the concept of a model workshop. A possible further stage 

of research might take the conclusions that were drawn and test these in a more 

experimental context. At this stage of the development of theory concerning 

learning in workshops, this approach would be inappropriate because so little is 

as yet known.

Indeed, much educational research is descriptive at present because the 

discipline is still new and has not yet built up the large quantity of data which 

allows a strong body of theory to develop:

11



"Much research in the field of education, especially at classroom and school 

level, is conducted ..... [by means of], e.g., surveys and case studies" (19>.

This is cited by Cohen and Manion as stage 2 in a list of six stages in the 

development of a science where stage 1 is "definition of a science and 

identification of the phenomena ..... to be subsumed ..." and stage 6 is "The use 

of the established body of theory in the resolution of problems or as a source 

of further hypothesis." Stage 2 is "a relatively uncomplicated point at which 

the researcher is content to observe and record facts and possibly arrive at some 

system of classification. Stage 3 introduces a note of added sophistication as 

attempts are made to establish relationships between variables within a loose 

framework of inchoate theory" (20).

Additional reasons for the combination of survey and ethnographic approaches 

were linked with the desire for holism, but also with the need for validity:

"And what of the insistence of interpretive methodologies on the use of verbal 

accounts to get at the meaning of events, rules and intentions? Are there not 

dangers? Subjective reports are sometimes incomplete and they are sometimes 
misleading" (21).

Use of a combination of techniques is particularly valuable when investigating 

the effectiveness of a classroom environment with its multiplicity of variables:

"So complex and involved is the teaching-learning process in the context of the 

school that the single-method approach yields only limited and misleading data"
(22)

Further justification appears in the following statement:

"... triangular techniques in the social sciences attempt to map out, or explain 

more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour by studying it from 

more than one standpoint and, in so doing, by making use of both quantitative 

and qualitative data" (23>

12



and:

"Strict and rigid adherence to any method ... may ... become like a confinement 

in a cage. If he is lucky ... a fieldworker will ... find all the answers ... But if 

... he is limited by a particular method ... he will do well to slip through the bars 

and try to find out what is really going on" (24).

It was particularly valuable to use triangulation in the context of this research, 

since "This is at the heart of the intention of the case-worker to respond to the 

multiplicity of perspectives present in a social situation" (25).

Clearly, the more there is a correspondence between various sets of data 

obtained in different ways, the more confident the researcher may feel in the 

reasonableness of her conclusions. This is especially true where a mixture of 

qualitative and quantitative data has been collected, since:

"The chief problem confronting the researcher using triangulation is that of 

validity. This is particularly the case where researchers use only qualitative 
techniques" (26).

Greater validity is obtained where different kinds of triangulation occur (27) (28) 

and this study employed triangulation of three kinds. The first was in its 

combination of two levels of investigation (29) : in this it addressed the subject at 

an individual level (the student), the interactive level (groups students, 

workshop tutors, referral tutors) and at the level of collectivities. (This level is 

located in the questions put to workshop tutors concerning college management 

and political support (see pages ix and xxii in Appendix B) as well as in 

questions put to HE and LEAs (see pages clxiv, clxviii and clxix)).

The second kind of triangulation was methodological: a variety of instruments 

was employed, as well as different methods within the same instrument. For 

example, in the structured interview schedules questions eliciting both fact and 

opinion from each of the three categories of subject overlapped so that responses 

could be compared and checked against each other. Of particular advantage to

13



this activity was the inclusion of questions drawing out quantifiable data, which 

lent itself to comparison between subjects. (For fuller discussion of these details 

see page 64).

Space triangulation was the third kind employed. That is, a number of colleges 

across the country were investigated in order to increase ecological validity <30).

Further checking was done by soliciting information from other sources. Two 

examples of this occur in the postal questionnaires sent to HE institutions and 

LEAs in order to check and explore more fully the responses of workshop 

tutors. (See pages 76 and 77.) Other examples are to be seen in the Materials 

Checklist and instruments for classroom observation which have already been 

mentioned. The latter were of additional advantage in their contrast with the 

interview schedules (31).

The scrutiny of workshop materials similarly sought to combine structure with 

open-endedness in that the samples taken from the different workshops included 

an example of everything that was available to students. The categories 

constituting the grid against which they were measured (see page cliv) were 

drawn from the statements made by tutors in response to the questions in 

Section 3 of the Workshop Tutors' Interview Schedule on page xvi (Appendix 

B) and were designed to check these.

Further, instruments for classroom observation were preferred to participant 

observation in order to take advantage of the strengths implicit in the collection 

of orderly and consistent data. The greater inclusiveness of participant 

observation was carefully considered and rejected for its lack of structure. (See 

Chapter Three, pages 59 60 for a fuller discussion). Two instruments were 

employed as a supplement to each other and direct observation was additionally 

employed in order to maximise inclusiveness. This was particularly important, 

since Flanders' categories for classroom interaction do not include opportunities 

to record non-verbal responses and some categories are particularly wide and 

therefore imprecise. (For example, category 10, silence or confusion, which

14



does not distinguish between unhelpful and constructive silence (32).) The 

formation of categories is an intrinsic weakness of systematic observation (33>. 

Thus, the intent was to combine the strengths of the different approaches whilst 

eliminating as far as possible their major weaknesses.

The value of employing this approach was particularly demonstrated in the 

result obtained from classroom observation, which clearly showed a gap between 

what teachers thought and said they were doing and what was actually 

happening in the classroom. (See pages 124, 147 148 and 192 195 for 

discussion of this phenomenon):

"Naturally,... , it is not to be expected that complete consensus among data can 

or should be achieved. Indeed, the very burden of the interpretive approach is 

that different actors in the situation will have different meanings, and that each 

meaning is equally valid. What is required, however, is that some attempt be 

made to relate incongruent data in some way or other. Accounting for 

differences would be one way; using them as a basis for further hypotheses 
another" <34).

This gap was informative of staff development needs, both in relation to 

classroom interaction and to the effects of the predominant teaching-methods. 

Without ethnographic concepts of inclusiveness and the use of triangulation 

techniques these points would have been lost.

For the purposes of assessment, each set of data was taken on its own merits 

and what seemed to be strong indications were followed. Indications were 

considered strong when, in the structured interview schedules, the responses to 

any question were over 50%. Many of these indications were well supported 

by data obtained from the supplementary methods discussed above and 

conclusions were drawn upon the basis of cumulative effect.

The contribution of triangulation methods to the ethnological validity of this 

study is well illustrated in the full details of the basis upon which the 

conclusions were reached. These can be found in Chapter Six, pages 192 195.
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE RESEARCH.

In order to find a path through the thesis, discussion of the purpose of the study 

should be sought in Chapter 2 on page 46.

Theoretical discussion of the probable client group for workshops is also to be 

found in Chapter Two (see pages 28 and 29). Information on all the intended 

samples can be found in Chapter 3 on pages 65 (workshop managers), 69 (non- 

workshop tutors) and 71 (students). Details of the actual student sample are 

provided in Chapter 4 (pages 95, 110, 111) and Chapter 5 (pages 140 and 142) 

and Appendix B (page xxxii). Also in Chapter 4 appears information 

concerning the actual samples of workshop managers (page 92) and non- 

workshop tutors (page 106).

The research methodology is described in Chapter 3 and a summary of all the 

results appears in Chapter 4; discussion, interpretation and application of the 

results occurs in Chapter 5 and the overall conclusions are presented in Chapter 

6.

The most appropriate way of following information through the thesis can be 

demonstrated by tracing one or two key issues.

In the case of negotiation with students about their learning-agenda, the reasons 

for including this topic are discussed on pages 43-46 of Chapter 2 and its place 

in the seven main points of theoretical interest indicated on page 46.

For a general description of the construction of the interview schedules see 

Chapter 3. (See page 64 for the Workshop Tutors' Interview Schedule and page 

71 for the Students' Interview Schedule.) In order to assess the extent to which 

the learning-agenda was negotiated with students, tutors were asked to describe 

their methods of ascertaining the learning-programme (see Appendix B, pages 

ix, xiii and xiv). Additionally, students were asked for to describe their own 

learning-experiences (see Appendix D, questions 10 (e) and (f) (on page xcii) 

and (n) (on page xciii)).
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Teaching-materials were also scrutinised: a description of the methodology 

employed appears on page 74 in Chapter 3; on page 75 the place of the 

negotiated agenda is shown in (a)(vii).

In a more general sense, classroom observation was also used to check the 

accuracy of the various subjects' responses. For a description of the 

methodology used see Chapter 3, page 72 and also Appendix E.

The results of questions put to teachers concerning their methods of deciding on 

the learning programme are summarised in Chapter 4 on pages 94 and 96 and 

can be found in detail in Appendix B on page xxx; the effect of these methods 

upon tutors' choice of appropriate teaching/learning-strategies for their students 

are to be found on pages xli and xlii.

For the results of the scrutiny of teaching-materials see page clviii. See page 

127 in Chapter Four, no. (vii) for a discussion of these results. The written 

examples tutors were able to produce in evidence for the activity are to be found 

on pages clxxii ff in Appendix J.

Students' replies are summarised on page 114 and the full details can be found 

on pages cix, ex and cxviii.

The educational priorities delineated by the workshop tutors were checked 

against the priorities of the students. (See Appendix B, pages 1 and li and 

Appendix D page civ for the individual results.)

Students' preferred learning-experiences were also checked against the tutors' 

preferred teaching/learning strategies; see Appendix D pages cv to cxxviii and 

Appendix B page Iviii for the individual results.

The results of the classroom observation can be seen on page cxxxiv of 

Appendix E.
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For a discussion of negotiation (usually within the more general context of 

"student autonomy") see Chapter 5, pages 151, 153 155 and 178 181. For 

a summary of the conclusions, see Chapter 6, pages 193 and 198.

This demonstrates the kind of system the reader might use to follow any of the 

issues through the thesis.

An Unexpected Finding

A distinctive and unpredicted pattern that emerged was in the important 

differences between the ILEA Communications workshops and what became 

known in the study as the non-ILEA language-support workshops. These 

differences began to emerge during the initial survey and are highlighted in 

Chapter Four (See pages 83 85, 88 -89 and 91 - 92. See also page v in 

Appendix A. Further details emerged from the Workshop Tutors' Interview 

Schedule and are summarised in Chapter 4 on pages 94, (see pages xxix and 

xxx in Appendix B), 95 (pages xxxii ff), 99 and 106. Classroom observation 

elicited more relevant data, which is summarised on page 119 in Chapter 4 and 

page cxxix in Appendix E. Scrutiny of the materials further confirmed the 

pattern (see pages 127 in Chapter 4, (civ in Appendix F), 108 (cliv) and 129 

(clvi)).

Discussion of these differences plays a prominent part in Chapter 5 and can be 

found on pages 140 - 141, 144 - 160, 176 and the conclusions can be found on 

pages 179 183. A summary of the conclusions appears on pages 192 195.

THE MAIN RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

A clear distinction emerged between ILEA Communications workshops and the 

language-support workshops in existence in colleges outside ILEA. The cause 

of some of these differences appeared to be that ILEA tutors in the sample had 

moved radically away from the then Authority's original vision. There was 

evidence to suggest that this tendency was more widespread than simply in the 

sample colleges. Ironically, workshops outside the Authority had taken on many 

of those principles and used them successfully. These differences are discussed 

fully in Chapter 5.
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The expectation of drawing a model workshop from the study gave way to the 

recognition of a rich variety of solutions to a problem, exciting in their 

dynamism if limited individually in what they were achieving in relation to their 

potential. Workshops existed in a philosophy and a set of principles more than 

in any one clearly-defined approach since their conception lay in the response 

of individual teachers to the needs of individual students.

Whilst it was possible to discover a number of aspects of the work upon which 

to make recommendations for improvement, there was no doubt that the vast 

majority of students in the sample were enthusiasts for the workshop approach 

and believed that they were making better progress than they had achieved in 

their previous educational experience. Their very positive response to 

workshops was echoed by craft or other tutors who might refer them, where 

they were also on mainstream college courses.

It therefore became clear that, despite some weaknesses, workshops represented 

a significant solution to the problems faced by colleges in providing for the 

needs of their new clientele. Their potential would be enhanced by the 

provision of more staff development, particularly if this were to be targeted at 

areas of need highlighted by the research and detailed in Chapter 5.

A rationale for the use of the workshop approach and a theoretical definition of 

what the ideal learning-environment would be appears in Chapter 2.
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CHAPTER TWO

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

INTRODUCTION

A Definition of the Term "Workshop"

A workshop provides a student-centred environment designed to enable learning 

to proceed as confidently and autonomously at an individual level as students' 

capacities allow. It also seeks to stretch those capacities to the full. Students 

experience a more egalitarian relationship with their teacher, whose role is to 

support, not to lead, and normally learn in a setting with a social dimension. 

They may encounter the opportunity to make choices concerning their own 

learning-strategies and to select their own materials. There is often the right to 

come and go, and move around at will. The curricular emphasis is upon the 

acquisition of skills. Some workshops provide individual help at any level of 

requirement.

This differs from traditional forms of teacher-led education where students are 

normally taught in a whole-class situation and respond to the authority and 

superior knowledge of their instructor. They lack many of the freedoms 

accorded to workshop students. Traditionally the emphasis has been upon the 

acquisition of a body of knowledge, but with the advent of GCSE this has been 

less the case.

Background

The introduction of workshops has been an important aspect of Further 

Education's response to the literacy needs of students, particularly because the 

demands upon their written skills have significantly increased over the last thirty 

years.

A new general awareness of the importance of literacy and also the fact that 

educational planning must take account of the way in which the criteria for such 

a definition constantly rise in standard is well illustrated by Alan Bullock's
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comparison of the 1951 UNESCO definition of a literate person with that made 

ten years later(1) :

"a person is literate who can, with understanding, both read and 

write a short statement on his everyday life;" (1951) and ".... a 

person is literate when he has acquired the essential knowledge 

and skills which enable him to engage in all those activities in 

which literacy is required for effective functioning in his group 

and community." (1960s)(1)(a).

In 1975 The Bullock Report, specifically concerned with education and language 

and the British situation, estimated that there were at least one million people 

with a reading-age below 9.0. The government's response at this time was to 

establish ALRA (later the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit, ALBSU) which 

has had the effect, through funding, of generating a great deal of important 

curriculum development outside the mainstream of education'2'.

A specific need for a continuing programme to improve the levels of literacy of 

many young adults was highlighted by the fact that approximately 9% of nine- 

year-olds sampled by the APU in 1980 "employed a written style which was 

barely responsive to the need for what was written to be interpreted by a 
reader"(3).

Further supportive evidence of this need was provided by a survey carried out 

in 1981 by the National Children's bureau which revealed that 10% of a sample 

of 12,500 twenty-three year olds defined themselves as experiencing literacy 

problems of some kind. At this time, only 8% of those who had defined 

themselves as experiencing difficulties were receiving any remedial tuition'4'.

A further considerable factor which highlighted the importance of providing 

more literacy support for young people was the government's response to the 

high levels of youth unemployment in the 1980s. This was to develop a scheme 

to make new courses available to the young unemployed'5'.
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Seventy-thousand school-leavers had been drawn into the scheme since it began 

and the government had anticipated that this figure would rise to over a million 

by 1986.

There had also been an increase in the number of school-leavers entering FE, 

for whom many of the traditional courses were not appropriate'7'.

The response of Further Education had so far been two-fold:

(1) The provision of then new courses like BTEC and CPVE.

(2) The development of new teaching-strategies like Communications and 

literacy workshops.

The development of Communications workshops, mentioned above, occurred 

early and particularly intensively in the then ILEA where Appendix II of The 

Review of Further and Higher Education in London ILEA, 1981, expressed 

"special concern for the needs of the younger, less able and less advanced 

students" and continues: "among these (operative, craft and technician) courses, 

and more especially at the lower levels, there are students who are in need of 

special attention to general education, particularly in the area of communication 

and literacy .....". This work is seminal and is therefore central to much of the 

discussion in this chapter.

Simultaneously, ALRA/ALBSU was playing a fundamental role in raising 

national awareness concerning the need for literacy provision. In the 1974 

"Right to Read" Charter they called upon the Government to eradicate illiteracy 

from Britain by 1985. (Their awareness-raising activities have since provided 

a model for campaigns in other countries.)<8) It is a considerable success to have 

generated a national debate on such a potentially expensive issue during a period 

of economic recession. Indeed it is a tribute to their continuing success that 

passing attention was paid by all parties to the issue in the General Election of 

1987:
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"No less than one quarter of unemployed people have need of help with reading 

and writing and we have to put that right." Norman Tebbitt, "World in Action 

Special", Channel Three 8.6.87.

"Seven million people have problems with literacy." David Owen, Speech in 

General Election campaign, June 1987. (Reported in a news bulletin.)

"The levels of competence in numeracy and literacy however measured, whether 

it be by the Assessment of Performance Unit or any other competent body, get 

better every year." Neil Kinnock "World in Action Special", Channel Three 

8.6.87.

These comments were also, no doubt, a response to the link that was made by 

the then Manpower Services Commission between low levels of literacy and 

unemployment. This was a result of the discovery that "a quarter of the long- 

term unemployed, more than 300,000 adults, have literacy and numeracy 

problems" and that "over a quarter of a million adults may be, for all intents and 

purposes, almost total non-readers."

A sign of the significance placed upon this issue at this time by the government 

was the remit of the Working Group, which was "to put forward to the 

Secretary of State recommendations for a major new initiative in the field of 

literacy and numeracy provision across the full spectrum of MSC programmes 

and services"(9) .

The existence of wide-scale illiteracy in developed countries and its implications 

for the state of their economy is only slowly being acknowledged(10), but now 

that a stronger link has been established in the political minds of Britain 

between a well-educated/trained work-force and economic health, there has been 

an increased awareness of the urgency of the need to upgrade our national 

training in order to become more competitive in the European Market'1!) . This 

has become all the more urgent because of the down-turn in demographic 

growth in the 16 19 age-group; the national failure to lure adequate numbers 

of young people into post-compulsory education was highlighted by a study of
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almost 6,000 16 19 year-olds. Preliminary results of this showed that "about 

half the nation's school leavers shun further training, far more than in most 

industrialised countries"(12) .

Clearly there is an urgent need to render the prospect of further education or 

training more attractive than hitherto. While one answer may lie in offering 

more financial support'13' the more pertinent issue, the importance of which is 

underlined by the demographic crisis, is the need to improve the retention rates 

of those who have actually entered the portals of FE, and a large part of the 

answer to this must surely lie in the provision of more learning-support for 

young people with limited language-skills. Evidence in reinforcement of this 

argument is provided by a study of the drop-out rate of low-level Craft 

apprentices in seven colleges situated in England, Scotland and Wales:

"It is estimated that around one half of the students who embark on the first 

year of CIGLI Craft level courses fail to complete their courses, or fail the final 

examination. The findings of this study suggest that these estimates are 

accurate.

In 91% of cases the main reason given by the course tutor for the withdrawal 

or failure of a student was the inability to cope with the demands made upon 

his English by his course. This, together with ...... problems with numeracy,

were said to constitute the main reasons for failure or withdrawal"(14).

In view of its relevance to economic health as well as its importance in fulfilling 

the needs of both mature and young people with literacy problems, those already 

within the FE system as well as for a new potential client group, literacy is a 

crucial issue. As will be demonstrated, communications and/or literacy 

workshops are an important answer to the problem.

The Nature of the Clientele

These arguments raise the question of the identity of the client-group and its 

wants and needs. One ELEA definition of its anticipated clients went thus:
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"We could anticipate that the students ...... may have some of the following

a) They would have left school at the earliest opportunity and have some 

record of truancy.

b) They would have learning-problems and a lack of basic skills.

c) They would have some behaviourial problems within the college 

situation.

d) They would have a multiplicity of social and personal problems which 

could impede learning.

"(15)e) They would be ill-prepared to start work.

The accuracy of this formula is in itself questionable and additionally dubious 

as to how fully it describes the wider group in the population who have a 

literacy need, for tutors in the Chamley and Jones study(16) expressed their 

surprise at the often sophisticated levels of skill other than literacy possessed by 

adult students in relation to both their working- and their leisure-activities. 

Further, they were successful in their working lives:

"it would be dangerous to assume that our students are seriously economically 

disadvantaged. Few, in fact,.... would appear to be any more .... disadvantaged 

than their reading counterparts in the working-class community"(17) and a report 

on 88 students in Liverpool'18' revealed that 12% were in skilled occupations and 

20% in semi-skilled. Chamley and Jones also found that the bulk of students, 

in contrast with expectation, did not need help in matters requiring basic coping 

skills like dealing with applications for benefits, or information concerning 

citizens' rights.

Neither can adult literacy students be identified with the lowest educational 

achievement, since the UNESCO project of 1976 showed that two thirds of UK
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students were spread over a range of ability "that reached high competence in 

reading and writing, but difficulty in spelling"09'" Only the other third of the 

group had fundamental difficulties. Research carried out by the ILEA Research 

and Statistics Unit similarly revealed a very wide range of attainment in its 

"low-level" groups and the point is made that "Students' intellectual equipment 

is often regarded as synonymous with the level of written performance; .... 

there is a sizeable body of research which shows that this equation is very 

suspect"<20). Similar statements have been made more recently elsewhere'21'.

The particular relevance of these issues lies first in the question of how far 

ILEA is stereotyping its own existing low-level achievers and secondly in the 

implication that there exists a body of adults who may have been underestimated 

as well as undereducated as a result of the traditional classroom approach 

normally adopted by secondary schools. Further, the literature indicates the 

presence of a wide range of individual needs which could not easily be satisfied 

within a traditional classroom situation. Transition and Access assumes the 

existence of a homogenous group of students with similar problems and 

therefore common solutions.

It also becomes clear that, because they had been set up to solve a particular 

problem, ILEA's Communications workshops would be likely to focus upon a 

relatively small proportion of the total college population with a literacy need 

let alone the population at large if students' own self-definition is taken as the 

measure of this (22>.

WHY THE WORKSHOP APPROACH?

Reasons for The Failure of Traditional Teaching Methods

The potential client-group, then, would consist of students for whom the 

accepted teaching methods had failed. Certainly from secondary-school age, 

they would have been likely largely to have experienced whole-class teaching 

in which the teacher dispensed information and students had little control over 

their learning other than in their responses to the teacher's authority and superior 
knowledge'23'.
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Studies of the way language is used in the traditional classroom provide a 

helpful additional insight into why this approach has failed such students. 

Edwards and Giles'24' show how children from some cultural backgrounds may, 

on entering school, experience difficulties which amount to culture shock 

because they encounter a language so different from their own. For many 

pupils this becomes an insurmountable barrier to success during their whole 

school lives. For example, it has been demonstrated that the wording of a 

question in a GCSE History examination prevented 15% of students from 

answering it despite their possession of the necessary information'25'. Another 

study has shown how the difficulty students found in the language of Craft 

manuals and examinations has been misunderstood by teachers and attributed 

to difficulty of content'26'.

In his study of the experience of eleven-year-old children'27' Douglas Barnes 

describes this same phenomenon as "secondary school language" and shows 

how, in many classrooms, teachers were totally unaware of the linguistic gap 

between themselves and their pupils and how that gap was the more effectively 

hidden by the widespread failure to invite pupils either to explore their learning 

aloud or spontaneously to ask questions and raise new issues. This is 

potentially a serious hindrance to learning in general and particularly for those 

students with the least developed language skills.

It is likely that such students would be further alienated from their educational 

environment by the failure of many teachers to make clear the criteria by which 

their pupils' performances will be judged so that they have to learn these by 

trial and error.

Other studies have shown a tendency in teachers to stereotype their pupils on 

the basis of speech-type and to lower their expectations accordingly'28'.

Recent evidence derived by the NFER from SATs piloted with seven-year-olds 

suggested that this is a general tendency in teachers and occurs in the case of 

a wide range of pupils. One of their assumptions appears to be, "If I haven't 

taught it, they won't know it"' 29'. The effect can be profound'30'.
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That these errors are not confined to the education of children has been 

demonstrated by the most up-to-date study of student- and volunteer-behaviour 

in the then new Adult Literacy Scheme where tutors were found to have been 

strongly stereotyping their expected clientele. They also held unrealistically 

high expectations of their adult students. The intensive nature of individualised 

teaching provided opportunity for corrective insights, but ".... although the 

majority of tutors underwent a major educational experience, the students often 
paid a high price"(31U32).

As yet, no parallel studies have been carried out in the Further Education sector.

These failures indicate the need for a learning-environment with the freedom to 

allow students to participate in communication on thek own terms and give rise 

to the question of whether student experiences in colleges compound the 

problems they have so far encountered or whether at this (usually final) point 

in their formal learning there is at last an opportunity for these to be rectified. 

The ILEA view that the solution to the problems of low-achievers would be to 

enhance motivation by use of the work-context for literacy-teaching would 

therefore appear to be ignoring the root of the problem and seek to impose a 

curricular solution based on precisely the kind of stereotyping under attack in 

the literature. And, indeed, the next section illustrates how important a holistic 

approach to the student may be as well as the possibility that there is no short- 

term solution to the problem. Therefore the ILEA "emergent adult" requires a 

programme that has been set in a longer-term context. The separation of FE 

and Adult Education within the then Authority would seem to have militated 

against the development of a longer perspective in the educators and therefore, 

potentially, in the students.

The Social Context for Effective Learning

In recent years linguistic theory has moved towards a greater emphasis upon the 

social context of language. Joan Tough, for example, describes the different 

ways advantaged and disadvantaged children use language and concludes that 

those who assume linguistic deficiency in children displaying syntactic 

difference are wrong, and that the need is to develop the disadvantaged child's
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potential for meaning by "teacher-pupil dialogues which extend, probe, and give 

a focus to the child's experience, imagination and communicative capacities"'33'. 

This has been described as the "language-experience" approach'34'. Geoff Peel 

shows how "The relationship between speech and writing had implications for 

the problems involved in teaching reading (and writing) skills. Some difficulties 

can be traced back to the inherent differences in these two methods for the 

transmission of language. Children have to make a conscious effort to adjust 

to written language, since its characteristics are different from those of speech 

and they present a very different experience. The greater the gap between the 

spoken language of the child's social environment and that of the written word, 

the more pronounced the effort required.

Nevertheless, as many teachers know, students who first have the opportunity 

to explore their ideas and experiences verbally will very often afterwards find 

it easier to express them in writing. Theories of reading have moved in a 

similar direction: Halliday, for example, asserts that reading-readiness may be 

associated with social and functional factors'35'.

Conversation appears to be the ideal basis for all learning, but especially for the 

development of language. This stress on development of language skills in a 

social context again lends support to the view that an ideal learning environment 

would be one which facilitated social and communicative links between 

individuals.

The reorientation in the teacher/student relationship this implies would provide 

one means of creating such an environment. That it is successful in increasing 

confidence as well as developing in students the ability to take a greater part in 

the community is evidenced by the sample in the Charnley and Jones study. 

That this is a more general phenomenon is suggested by the outcome of an FEU 

experiment with leamer-centredness, where teachers reported "increased 

learning-potential in their students"(36).

This issue will be discussed more fully in the next section.
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Various studies have shown that although literacy is commonly viewed as 

neutral and the same thing for everyone, in reality it gains its definition from 

social class so that until a growth in self-confidence has taken place in students, 

significant development in literacy would be unlikely to occur(37). In the case 

of the ILEA target-group, representing "the emergent adult"<38), willingness to 

move into the adult world would be an additional factor.

The importance of a growth in self-confidence as a pre-requisite of learning was 

very evident in the mismatch revealed by the Charnley and Jones study between 

tutor expectations of student deficiency and the students' actual learning- 

behaviour. Student learning-behaviour demonstrated an important link between 

success in learning and self-image, as related to social class. A person who 

wanted to develop a full range of literacy skills was one who recognised his or 

her "marginality" in society and desired to move into a more central position, 

which required a change of social grouping. His or her learning was reflected 

in a gain in self-esteem, which led to improved social and personal relationships 

as well as an increased involvement in the community. This development was 

more marked than any gain made in literacy skills. This study investigated 

students after two years' tuition and it is possible that further research at a later 

date may reveal a greater learning-gain; however, it would seem unlikely that 

it would negate this fundamental point.

A potential result of this reorientation would be a closer and more democratic 

relationship between teacher and student, as well as between students 

themselves. Indeed, this may be the most fruitful aspect of the learning:

"It seems that the greatest gain comes from the act of sharing rather than the 

skill," and:

"Whether a student acquired confidence or not depended upon the warmth of the 

tutor's personality"(39).

One of the important factors was the recognition in teachers of their students as 

human beings with a range of problems, one of which happened to be literacy.
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Another was the recognition of the social and psychological implications for 

adult literacy students of their desire to become literate. This represented a 

readiness to move from a safe, familiar culture into a new one which was not 

clearly perceived: "The delicacy and the paramount importance of the teacher- 

student relationship [in facilitating the crossing-over] is clear enough"'40'. Group 

solidarity amongst the students was also observed to be important, both for 

morale and for the development of autonomy.

The high potential for educational growth through strong encouragement is 

suggested by evidence from the Kirkelees paired reading scheme, which was 

"designed to give parents things to do that are incompatible with being critical". 

The scheme, which also employed peer tutoring, highlighted the way these 

children displayed a strong grasp of the importance of praise in that they 

"enjoyed writing positive things on the report card". This heavy emphasis upon 

encouragement was regarded as one of the two major factors behind the 

scheme's "impressive results". (The other was fun(41)). So the power of 

suggestion and the implications for the use of praise and encouragement with 

students should not be underestimated.

It would also seem self-evident that language can only exist in the context of 

relationships, the negotiation of meaning forming the basis of these. The 

development of language within the context of a positive and growing 

relationship between tutor and student is therefore likely to result in an optimum 

growth in language skills. That is, the relationship itself may provide the 

learning-context and meaning, particularly for people whose sense of success 

may have traditionally centred heavily upon their interaction with others. (Eg 

women with families, students of both sexes from large families, working- 

class/black communities.) This might help to explain the Charnley and Jones 

data showing improved family relationships as well as an increased willingness 

to participate in the community. Investigation was not made of students' oral 

development, but it is interesting to speculate that an advance in spoken- 

language skills may have underlain these advances and that further research 

might reveal a follow-on growth in written skills. The increase of confidence
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may have been both a cause and a result of heightened oral skills. If this is so, 

the interaction between teacher and student is of fundamental importance.

The probability that this is the case is further strengthened by Charnley and 

Jones' conclusion that "students sense the need for counselling as the most 

important ingredient in adjusting their self-image ...."<42).

Curriculum Development

Introduction

The challenge, then, is to provide an environment which frees students'

linguistic potential in order to develop it <43>.

James Brittain emphasises the educative value of informal, personal talk and 

shows how this can reinforce personal involvement in learning'44'. In Douglas 

Barnes' view:

"It is when the pupil is required to use language to grapple with new experience 

or to order old experience in a new way that he is most likely to find it 

necessary to use language differently. And this will be very different from 

taking over someone else's language in external imitation of its forms: on the 

contrary, it is the first step towards new patterns of thinking and feeling, new 

ways of representing reality to himself."

He also shows how the teacher's own use of language can help to create a 

suitably encouraging environment. For disadvantaged students there is a vicious 

downward spiral: the slighter the linguistic skill the harder it is to acquire 

knowledge and the less the knowledge the less meaningful language will be.

A further development in linguistic theory'45' has brought to birth a new 

definition of language-acquisition as the achievement of an individual in 

performance. In clarifying a point over which there has been lengthy debate, 

this would seem to confirm the validity of the movement by language-teachers 

since the 1960s away from a subject-centred curriculum towards more learner- 

focused methodologies. This is known as the Communicative approach to 

language-teaching. The implication that language-learning occurs most
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effectively by osmosis rather than through the development of an underlying 

theoretical framework146' suggests the disadvantages under which students and 

more particularly those who learned slowly in any case may have been 

labouring in the past. It also supports many of the assumptions behind the 

design of the ILEA curriculum framework and its siblings in modern 

Communications teaching.

In recent years, in SLA, linguists have concentrated upon the design of 

syllabuses, neglecting to consider the role of methodology in learning'47'. This 

has created inconsistencies in the classroom, since language-teachers have been 

increasingly moving towards Communicative approaches as a result of a concern 

with teaching-methods. The integrative effect of a student-centred curriculum 

would provide a solution to this disjointedness since it necessitates a 

consideration of method:

" .... all the elements are in interaction and each may influence the other. 

Objectives may be modified, altered or added to during the teaching-learning 
process. " <48).

Recent formulations in linguistic theory focusing upon SLA have concerned "the 

importance of the negotiation of meaning as a stimulus to language 

development" and "the belief that language development can occur through 

means other than by sequential, step-by-step processing"'49'. From this debate 

have sprung the notions of "comprehensible-input"(50) and "comprehensible 

output" and, whilst the relative importance of these two concepts is as yet 

unclear, it is also suggested that students need opportunities to negotiate 

meaning in order to render it fully comprehensible to themselves'51'.

Additional evidence of the growing recognition of the effectiveness of learner- 

centredness (as well as the importance of an approach to writing via oracy) 

appears in a new emphasis upon listening and speaking in the development of 

language in primary-age children: "Childrens' ideas, by implication, become 

central, as do their individual needs ...."'52>. Even at the nursery level it has 

been shown that a learner-centred approach is essential if children are to develop 

socially as well as academically. With a teacher-directed style, "the children
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learn that a large and powerful person tells them to do something, then they can 

stop"(53>. The Cockcroft Report's recommendations on Mathematics teaching 

also called for pupils "to have more autonomy in directing their own enquiries, 

with the teacher managing and directing their learning":

" .... the subject can only be learned by involving students in experimenting, 

questioning, reflecting, intervening and discussing"'54'.

The moral desirability of a learner-centred curriculum is also clear:

" .... one of the fundamental principles underlying the notion of permanent 

education is that education should develop in individuals the capacity to control 

their own destiny .... this means that .... programmes should be constructed 

around learners' needs and that learners should exercise their own responsibility 

in the choice of learning-objectives, content and methods as well as in 

determining the means used to assess their performance"(55).

Added to the educational and values-oriented arguments of a learner-centred 

curriculum is the practical recognition of the need to develop a flexible, thinking 

workforce to serve the economy of the 1990s. An EC conference dedicated to 

the question of vocational training asserted the need for young people to be 

"active agents" rather than "passive recipients" in the process of educational 

guidance with the implication that they needed counselling rather than advice 

and "self-assessment and the use of self-help techniques to encourage 

independence and initiative " (56).

The implications of this change are profound for both parties, and particularly 

since research suggests that "too little emphasis has been placed on the need to 

understand the highly individual ways in which people come to learn"<57). In 

this respect, the ILEA philosophy, successful in having introduced the important 

notion of student-autonomy, would severely limit students' ability to explore and 

negotiate their learning-agenda by placing emphasis upon a work-related 

curriculum. This point is more fully developed in the next section.
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Additionally, it is not yet known how far further education in general has 

developed an awareness of these kinds of needs and set about maximising the 

relatively short time students spend in colleges by creating an optimum learning- 

environment to meet them.

Small-Group Work

For the purposes of developing in students some of the desired characteristics 

already mentioned, small-group work, it has been argued, provides important 

learning-experiences:

"Group work provides an environment in which learners can comprehend, it 

gives them opportunities for production and it provides contexts within which 

meaning can be negotiated"(58).

Research into second-language learner talk in pairs'59' established that they 

talked more in partnership with each other than with a native speaker and that 

linking learners with different proficiency levels resulted in an increased 

negotiation of meaning.

Group-work also increases motivation, creates a positive affective climate, 

allows more individual teaching and increases opportunities for using 
language'601.

These arguments would seem to have equal validity for students whose own 

native language as experienced in most educational institutions has more than 

a flavour of the foreign about it as far as they are concerned.

Further, Charnley and Jones found that implicit in intensive one-to-one teaching 

was the strong dependency it created in students, and: "perhaps the most 

important enactive achievement was to move from a solely student/tutor 

relationship to a group situation"'61'. And indeed it was only within the context 

of strong student relationships in addition to the tutor-student link that the major 

advances in confidence were made.
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This particularly validates the ILEA emphasis upon the use of small group-work 

in Communications workshops, but also has implications for the overall staff- 

student ratio.

A sensible balance must nevertheless be maintained between private and 

collaborative thought, since it would be a mistake to neglect: "the silent, secret 

processes of comprehension, reasoning and creativity in all of us. Reflection 

and imagination, the real parents of creativity may sometimes prove more fertile 

in quiet, internal privacy"'62'.

The Students' Needs

The Ideology of the Learning-Context

ILEA's conception of the four elements essential to drive students through the 

curriculum took into account the importance of self-image in creating 

motivation. The notions of "context, work, skill and autonomy" were to move 

the student towards greater maturity, work-readiness and "the ability consciously 

to control a situation without dependence upon an intermediary to perform for 

him". It was felt that the relevance of work as a goal would be readily apparent 

to the student:

"If all the activities on a course have a clear reference to the stated objectives 

of that course, then the individual parts derive their meaning and importance 

from the overall context"'63'.

Thus, the base ingredient of work-experience in the then ILEA's plan would 

help to "create a context of common experience that.... [could] begin to produce 

at least proximate meanings for both the teacher and learner"<64) and thus narrow 

the gap between the linguistic and perceptual contexts in which each was 

operating. There are recorded examples of student-teacher interaction'65' which 

show how student language becomes richer in response to an opportunity to 

draw on their own background knowledge and this would seem additionally to 

testify to the validity of the ILEA approach.

The intent clearly delineated in Transition and Access was to place a heavy 

emphasis upon skills development using material related to citizenship or
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vocational concerns. Although the language-skills necessary to their target- 

group were seen as those related to "the student as student, the student as 

worker, the student as citizen" which, it was thought, would provide the 

individual with "an education in the round", since "Priority was attached to 

survival on the course of a substantial number of students whose skills were 

inadequate, .... the curriculum development emphasis .... was upon the student 

as student." Noticeably missing from the definition of a "rounded education" 

for students is the student as person. The fact is justified thus:

"It must be stressed that this .... does not represent a reduction in the importance 

of personal development .... It does not aim to meet all learning needs, only 

those that are crucial at this particular stage of the young person's life" <66).

In a situation where, particularly without encouragement to develop a long-term 

perspective, the majority of the target-group would be unlikely to return to 

education at a later date, work-related development would represent the final 

educational experience of this group of students. This seems surprising in a 

context where they are described as:

" .... these young people, fluent indeed on matters of relatively small 

consequence, but even now after a period of further education often inarticulate, 

even incoherent, about their more private hopes and aspirations for 
themselves"(67).

Further, as has been noted, self-confidence was established by the Charnley and 

Jones study as the primary criterion of success, and as tutors in their sample 

understood this, "the 'training' as distinct from the 'education* element in the 

total.... process tended to diminish in importance and the skills occupied a place 

lower down the scale of criteria". These researchers also concluded that 

students came to literacy classes for much the same reasons they attended adult 

education classes a whole and that it was therefore necessary to view client need 

in this light. There is support for this view elsewhere:
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"There is a risk that functional literacy will supply the economy with individuals 

tailor-made to fit specific job-requirements instead of enabling people to 

understand, control and dominate progress " (68).

Moreover, the gain in skills made by the adult literacy sample during their two- 

year period of study was too slight to improve significantly performance at work 

or an individual's job-prospects. There is also the danger that where there are 

work-practices which "in no way call for the critical use of literacy skills [and 

this may] result in whatever skills people once had being extinguished".(69) 

Indeed, this situation has proved strongly inhibiting in their initial acquisition'70' 

and

"A crucial lesson from EWLP seems to be the need to avoid viewing or 

designing literacy as an overwhelmingly technical solution to problems that are 

only partly technical"'711'

This is because "The problems are human, cultural and moral as much as 

technical or economic." At the same time, the alternative approach, through 

General Purpose English courses which attempt to provide students with a 

general background from which to draw, are based upon a concept that has 

neither been clearly defined as yet nor researched for effectiveness'72'.

For the time being at least, therefore, the context must not be predetermined but 

chosen by the learners themselves, who are in a unique position from an 

experiential point of view to postulate the conditions most helpful to their 
learning'73':

"In the interpretation of their perceptions as recorded by research the evaluation 

of success in the acquisition of literacy must begin with the objectives perceived 

and formulated by the students, and not with externally imposed standards and 

purposes." The exploration contingent upon this decision-making would be an 

important constituent in the process in its own right'74'.
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It therefore seems essential that students develop their linguistic skills within a 

broader context of need than simply the vocational, particularly since greater 

breadth would be likely to expose them to a richer experience of language used 

in a greater variety of ways.

In the light of these arguments, the then ILEA's decision to place a strong 

vocational element at the centre of its strategy poses questions which this study 

is in part designed to address. In drawing an evidently tenuous link between 

lack of literacy skills and young people's unreadiness for work, the rationale for 

Communications workshops may be confusing two separate problems with 

potentially different solutions.

This debate also gives rise to the wider question of whether the I1EA view, 

which lies at the heart of much communication teaching, has also informed the 

activities of workshops outside ILEA.

Negotiation of the Learning-Agenda

In designing a curriculum for the Australian Adult Migrant Education

Programme, Ingram delineated his philosophy thus:

"Rather than being an arbitrary academic exercise, the course followed should 

be responsive to the learner's needs emanating from his stage of language- 

development and his personal interests and aspirations. Thence, it must 

capitalise on the learner's natural and acquired learning-strategies and ensure, 

through community involvement, that any bridge between the learner and the 

community is bridged and any sense of undesirable alienation is reduced"(75).

This justification for a student-centred approach is as relevant to the various 

kinds of literacy students in the UK in their sense of "marginality" and their 

need to move more fully into the community in their different ways'76'. Also 

present is the notion that there is a learning-agenda within everyone and that 

encouragement is all that is required to activate it (77). The practical effectiveness 

of the approach has also been established in the evidence that learning must 

initially take place within a student's own subculture, and that his or her
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demands may lie strictly within its limits. Progress would therefore not be even 

across the range of possible skills, but would reflect individual requirements'78'.

The slow progress made by adult literacy students illustrates the additional 

realism of the argument that, "given the constraints of most learning-contexts, 

it is impossible to teach learners everything they need to know in class .... In 

consequence, .... other aims will relate to the teaching of learning-skills"(79). 

This would include establishing their own priorities. The need to optimise the 

use of limited time is an additional reason for concentrating on skills students 

themselves are most eager to acquire as is the likely enhancement of motivation.

Within the adult literacy schemes, negotiation was an informal, fairly intuitive 

activity. In the ILEA curriculum model, negotiation was regarded as a central 

means of motivating students, and more consciously present. It was also to take 

place within a strictly limited field:

"The overall context of the course has .... to be agreed with the learner and 

accepted by him" (80).

Its main function was to enable the evolution of autonomy which, in its 

implications for increased maturity, was to be the primary aim of the workshop 

approach.

This would require a relinquishing of power on the part of the teacher, whose 

role would be to support the student in becoming more proactive, and "to help 

the student to order his experiences".

"As progress is made,.... the agenda lengthens .... through collaborative activity 

with his teacher, he learns to establish his own priorities and modes of achieving 
them"'81'.

This change in orientation would place many new demands upon teachers who 

have previously taught in a traditional way, not the least in answer to the 

question:
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"Where is the balance between the student-control and teaching to be struck? 

Where and how can the students' learning be more autonomous?"(82)

Given the volunteer tutors' adaptability and evidence that, whatever the 

prevailing educational and curricular theories, teachers adopted a 

"commonsense" approach in the classroom'83', it would seem likely that where 

negotiation occurs, the teacher would go through as profound a learning- 

experience as that anticipated for students. Indeed, the organic nature of a 

curriculum with continuous evaluation, as against the 'ballistic' model with end- 

on evaluation, is one of the arguments presented by curriculum development 

theorists for its adoption'84'. Negotiation also offers teachers an opportunity to 

introduce and accustom students to non-traditional methods of learning to which 

they may be resistant'851.

The sum total of these issues highlights negotiation as being of key importance 

in the hierarchy of learner-centred issues. However, there is evidence that 

students do not readily adapt to the notion of adopting a more proactive role in 

their learning and that in this there is a mismatch between student and teacher 

opinion as to its value. Teachers themselves are dubious as to students' 

potential for autonomy in some respects'86'. Neither is a state of autonomy easy 

to achieve<87). The dangers have been clearly recognised:

"A learner who arrives too soon and unready at the stage of student-controlled 

learning may not perceive his own needs accurately, may make bad choices in 

selecting the sources of his learning, may have inadequate standards to monitor 

his own performance and end up disappointed by not achieving his 
objectives"'88'.

For this reason, it would be necessary to adopt a curriculum model aiming to 

promote dual skills: those related to language and those associated with 

learning. In the development of both, negotiation would play a vital role.
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Conclusion

The requirement is for "a flexible learning-environment within which the needs 

of students at various levels of attainment and ability might well be met"(89) and 

an ideal learning-environment would be likely to be one which:

i) was physically organised so as to encourage communication'90'; 

ii) encouraged the intimacy of small group work(91);

iii) fostered less formal relationships between students and teachers, facilitating 

conversation'92';

iv) made provision for the learning-agenda to be negotiated with the student 

so that s/he was fully aware of the criteria for success, having been 

instrumental in deciding what they should be;

v) allowed students periods of time without the teacher so they could establish 

their own group identity and interact with each other'93';

vi) provided a wide range of linguistic tasks and experiences'94';

vii) enabled language to be taught in the context of the whole educational 

experience.

THE STUDY

Recent theoretical debate clearly indicates the need for a learner-centred context 

in which to enhance students' language acquisition and refers to a variety of 

possible methods by which this might be achieved. Further, the Chandlers and 

Jones study of the early stages of ALBSU's adult literacy scheme provides an 

analysis of a particular way in which the problems were approached and the 

effects of that system upon the clientele. Moreover, a strong case has been 

made by the now abolished ILEA for the implementation of such methods in the 

learning of low-achieving students in Further Education. What is missing from 

the picture is information concerning the nature and effectiveness of the
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response made by the Inner London Colleges to the ILEA initiative and, if at 

all, how far and how successfully the issues have been recognised and addressed 

in the wider context of further education as a whole. This study is designed to 

fill that information gap.

The ILEA development, based on a particular set of assumptions, and seen in 

the light of the findings concerning adult literacy students, gives rise to a range 

of specific questions which no study in Further Education has so far 

investigated. These are:

1 Who are the wider workshop clientele and how accurately does Transition 

and Access describe them and define their needs?

2 How do these students perceive their own needs?

3 How do their (various) teachers define their needs?

4 Are workshop goals truly relevant to these?

5 Are workshop methods effective?

6 How far have the ideas developed within ILEA been disseminated and put 

into practice more widely within Further Education?

7 What suitable staff development is available to promote the use and 

effectiveness of workshops?

8 What managerial and political support do workshops command? 

The means of investigation are described in the next chapter.
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