Unit 2: Working with adult learners

Outline of this unit

Work with trainee teachers requires careful thought about the specific needs of adult learners, and the ways in which learning to teach history differs from other kinds of learning. This unit first highlights three important characteristics of teacher trainees as adult learners, and the distinctive challenges presented to them because of where and what they are learning. It then offers four key principles for supporting adult learning and suggests how we might most effectively respond to ‘failing’ trainees. 

2.1 The distinctive challenges of learning to teach

2.2 Combining support and challenge

2.3 Acknowledging the diversity and implications of trainees’ backgrounds 

2.4 Legitimising adult learning

2.5 Providing a specific focus for learning

2.6 Facing up to serious difficulties 

Within each section are activities linked to resources which will allow you to explore the issues further. 

2.1 The distinctive challenges of learning to teach


Our trainees and what they bring with them

History has never been a shortage subject. The quality of the applicants accepted to train therefore tends to be very high. A careful look at their CVs, the qualities, skills and experiences that they bring with them, can be inspiring, even somewhat daunting, for a new tutor or mentor!  Obviously they still have a lot to learn, but we should not fix our sights so firmly on what has yet to be achieved, that we fail to notice what our trainees already possess. 

Their previous experiences – as pupils, and family members, youth group leaders and sports coaches, undergraduates, postgraduates, and employees – exert a profound influence on the opinions that they now hold. Every research study [see, for example, Calderhead & Robson  (1991), link to references] into trainee teachers’ learning shows how enduring those ideas and assumptions can be. Everything new that we offer is filtered through them [link to Unit 1, section 1.1]. Some research [e.g. Bird et al (1993), link to references] has been very negative, implying that all trainees’ previous ideas about effective teaching and learning are unhelpful. This is far from true [see, for example, Bullough with Stokes (1994); Pendry (1997), link to references] ; but the views they take into teaching must be examined and systematically evaluated. Past experience alone is not an adequate basis from which to judge. Trainees’ ideas need to be tested against both practical criteria and professional standards. Are they effective in this particular school context? What are the values that underpin them? Are they coherent and consistent? How far are they supported by wider research evidence? It’s not always easy to ask such questions of deeply rooted beliefs. 

Views about history

Most postgraduate trainees have studied history at degree level. Some have degrees in related subjects such as politics or law.  Even those who graduated long ago tend to have powerful preconceptions about the nature of history as a discipline and its role in education [see Wilson & Wineburg (1988), link to references].  They may have strong opinions about the content that should be taught. They almost certainly have views about the kind of conceptual understanding or ‘skills’ that history promotes. Some champion specifically historical concepts and ways of thinking, while others emphasise more transferable general skills of analysis and argument.

Although many worry about gaps in their subject knowledge, all trainees tend to assume that they do at least know about history. This makes it difficult, but all the more necessary, to help them recognise and question their assumptions. 

Views about teaching

Our trainees have spent years learning history. This ‘apprenticeship of observation’ [Lortie (1975); link to references] means they all have a view about what makes for effective teaching.  Many have strong memories of inspirational teachers, whom they are keen to emulate. Others feel they got through the education system despite the teaching they received. They are determined to offer young people something much more engaging or relevant.  Such ideals can lead to disillusionment if the trainees cannot find experienced teachers who share them, or ways in which to achieve them. However, evidence suggests [Calderhead & Shorrock (1997), link to references] that trainees with reasonably strong images of the kind of teacher they want to be find their own way much more effectively than those with less to steer by. Our job, however, is not simply to help them achieve their vision. They also need to re-think and re-evaluate that vision as teachers rather than as learners.’

Views about learning to teach

Many trainees are apprehensive: learning to teach may be unlike any other kind of learning they have done. Most assume that they will learn from experience. This is true, but practice does not necessarily lead to learning. We have to ensure that it does. We also have to convince trainees of the value of other sources that can help to make sense of and enrich what they learn from experience. [link to unit 3, section 3.3]

Activities

2.1.1 Exploring history trainees’ preconceptions [link to activity 2.1.1 and resources 2.1.1-8]
2.1.2 Getting access to our own trainees’ preconceptions [link to activity 2.1.2 and resource 2.1.9]
Where: adult learners in contexts geared for teaching children

Schools are not generally geared up for adult learning. They are busy, demanding places, primarily concerned with children’s learning.  Even those teachers most committed to reviewing and refining their practice generally look outside the school context for help to do so.  What is most valued in school is decisive action. Beginning teachers, acutely conscious of their ‘student’ status, are anxious to fit in. They want to be recognised as ‘proper’ teachers, able to take responsibility and act effectively. Our attempts to help them learn can seem to impede those ambitions. Unless trainees understand the purpose of the structured activities or simplified tasks that we set up for them, and see that they are valued by others, they may simply be frustrated by them.    

Activity 

2.1.3 Accommodating or resisting trainees’ desires to fit in [link to activity 2.1.3 and resource 2.1.10]
What: the diversity of teaching expertise

There are many ways to bring about learning. Although the Standards for Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) set out common criteria, their achievement can be demonstrated in many different ways.  As a list of generic values and competences, the Standards do not specify what good history teaching looks like.  Even the National Curriculum and recommendations of the Key Stage 3 Strategy leave considerable scope for the use of different sorts of approaches Accepting such diversity is not necessarily easy, especially when a trainee’s approach differs significantly from one’s own. It can be difficult to distinguish between essential principles (agreed across the course), and personal preferences that reflect legitimate differences of opinion or style. 
Activity 

2.1.4 Promoting good practice while resisting conformity [link to activity 2.1.4, which has a link back to activity 2.1.1 and to resources 2.1.10 and 2.1.11]
2.2 Combining support and challenge

In response to these distinctive features of the process of learning to teach, the first principle underpinning our practice must be to combine support with challenge. Teaching is complex and demanding.  The professional craft can seem inextricably bound up with the personal. Most challenges and difficulties are keenly felt. Our trainees need affirmation and encouragement. All the more so given that they are adults embarking on a (new) career, perhaps questioning whether it really is the right move for them. Support without challenge, however, will not bring about learning. Nor will challenge alone. If trainees’ existing achievements and understandings are not valued they will feel little encouragement to take on more. If they are not questioned, the trainees will never move beyond them. 

Acknowledging their own ideas

The first step must be to help our trainees recognise the assumptions that they hold about history and about teaching and learning. Then they can begin to articulate them. In the university we can exploit the range of trainees’ views by setting up decision-making or ranking tasks (See resource 2.1.9 for an example). [link to resource 2.1.9] This forces them to make selections and defend their preferences. As they become aware of others’ views, so we can encourage them to explore the reasons for their own choices, and to consider what has shaped them. 

In school, trainees can obviously observe a wide variety of practice. Later they’ll need to find out about the teachers’ reasons for choosing those particular tasks, learning objectives or subject content. But at first trainees need to be encouraged to share their own impressions of the strategies that they observe, and to consider why they respond in those particular ways.  Only when we know where the trainees are coming from, can we identify how to build on the ideas they have and where we might begin to challenge them. 

Activity 

2.2.1 Striking a balance [link to activity 2.2.1 and resources 2.2.1 and 2.2.2, (which link back to resources 2.1.2 and 2.1.7)] 

Recognising that others’ ideas are also open to debate

Challenges to their own ideas are easier to accept if the trainees feel that they can also question the ideas and suggestions that others put to them. It’s relatively easy to invite debate within the university context, but the complex power relations between mentor and trainee may make this much more awkward in school. Open discussion that allows for real learning (rather than suppression of views that the trainee feels are ‘unacceptable’) has to be very carefully cultivated. Unit 4 [link to Unit 4, section 4.2] offers a range of suggestions as to how it can be achieved. 
2.3 Acknowledging the diversity and implications of different trainees’ backgrounds

Combining respect with challenge obviously means taking account of trainees’ distinctive backgrounds and different life experiences. To create a teaching force that is genuinely representative of society as whole, it is vital that we welcome trainees from diverse backgrounds, and value what they bring, Their particular experiences are likely to equip them with particular strengths. Equally, we must also ensure that we provide any specific support they may need to learn and work effectively in our schools. For example:

· Young graduates, going straight into teaching, may find it relatively easy to fit back into schools. But this can make it particularly difficult to switch from a pupil’s to a teacher’s perspective.  


· Black trainees may have important insights into particular pupils’ experiences and searching questions to ask about the content of the history curriculum. But they may also need support in responding to the racist attitudes that they encounter in certain classes. 


· More mature trainees may have many valuable skills and well-established professional identities. But as a result, they may also feel particularly alarmed by early challenges that they experience. A career change, loss of status, and cut in salary mean that every difficulty may assume much more significance than it might for 22 year-olds exploring their first career option. 

Financial worries can increase pressure on all trainees, particularly those with families to support. 

Vulnerable groups

A high proportion of trainees from certain sorts of background tend to experience particular difficulties. However, we should be wary of generalisation. Many mature students, particularly men, experience significant difficulties, but they also bring particular skills and insights. The heart-searching behind the decision to switch careers may make mature trainees much more committed than others. But we need to understand where they’re coming from. We also need to be sure from our selection procedures that they have properly thought through the implications of discovering that teaching is not for them. [link to Unit 3, section 3.5]

Other trainees for whom the withdrawal rate and experience of difficulties is particularly high are those from Asian, black and other minority ethnic backgrounds in Britain or from elsewhere.  Again generalisations are dangerous. While some may be unfamiliar with the British educational system, and therefore need specific additional provision, others will have been thoroughly immersed in it. A higher proportion of trainees from ethnic minority backgrounds are also mature entrants to the profession. They may therefore also have childcare commitments. All such trainees may face forms of racism, in school or university, which could compound other difficulties. A proactive policy, promoting racial equality (rather than merely responding to racial harassment), is extremely important. This is a requirement of the new Race Relations Amendment Act (2000). School placements need to take into account the commitment of all partners to such an approach: their openness, willingness to acknowledge any problems that may exist, and determination to learn from them. If tutors and mentors clearly value the particular insights and experiences that each trainee brings, it is much more likely that the pupils will learn to do so too. 

Activity 

2.3.1 Recruiting and retaining trainees from ethnic minority backgrounds [link to activity 2.3.1 and resource 2.3.1] 

2.4 Legitimising learning 

There are at least three ways to ease the tension for trainees who have much to learn and yet want to be seen, as soon as possible, as effective practitioners. 

1. Acknowledge the tension. We can do a lot to make sure that trainees are regarded as professional colleagues and given appropriate teaching responsibilities. This extends from apparently small details (such as the way in which they are introduced to classes, or the work-spaces allocated to them) to the way in which their learning is sequenced. An unrelieved diet of lesson observation for the first few weeks will breed intense frustration. 

2. Make sure that any opportunity to teach is also explicitly cast as an opportunity to learn. Such opportunities can take a variety of forms but they all need to include learning objective(s) for the trainee and a specific process of evaluation. This will set trainees’ sights higher than simply proving that they can perform as teachers. Be wary of the argument that trainees will only survive in the ‘real world’ if they’ve proved that they can handle a substantial teaching timetable. The Standards do require evidence of sustained independent teaching, but there is no point in trainees doing so much that they have no time or energy to learn from it. 

Activity 

2.4.1 Promoting collaborative teaching as a way of learning [link to activity 2.4.1, resource 2.4.1 and the Standards for QTS: http://www.tta.gov.uk/php/read.php?sectionid=162&articleid=1060 ]
2.4.2 Sustaining trainees’ learning [link to activity 2.4.2 and resource 2.4.2]  

3. Promote a culture of professional learning for all staff. We can help trainees by encouraging, and perhaps linking in with existing professional development initiatives in school. These could stem from individual teachers’ concerns or be driven from outside – for example, an LEA Consultant promoting assessment for learning within the KS3 Strategy. Initial Teacher Education partnerships often stimulate joint research projects or individual experimentation within accredited diploma courses. New tutors might find it useful to engage in small-scale research with their partnership schools. This not only contributes to our research careers, but also helps to create an enquiring climate within local history departments. It promotes the assumption that all teachers are engaged in learning. 

Activity 

2.4.3 Engaging in research to create a culture of learning [link to activity 2.4.3 and resource 2.4.3]

2.5 Focusing the learning

Trainees are more likely to learn from practice if they have a specific focus. Otherwise it’s easy to be overwhelmed by the complexity and emotional intensity of early teaching experiences. This principle applies to all aspects of their work – observation as well as teaching. Of course they will learn other things too – and we need to respond flexibly to new insights and changes of priority. But without an agreed focus trainees can easily dwell on the disasters, or gloss over specific issues with bland generalisations. If things go badly, some beginners can be tempted to blame the context (Friday afternoon), or the pupils (who weren’t listening). An agreed focus makes it harder to avoid considering how their choice of activities or response to the pupils may have contributed to what happened. 

The most effective focus is one chosen by, or at least in consultation with, the trainee. There are obviously many constraints on this choice; yet sharing responsibility is an important acknowledgement of the trainees’ status as adult learners, each with their own agendas. It is also crucial in developing a reflective approach to practice, that will sustain professional development well beyond the training year. 

Activity 

2.5.1 Choosing a focus [link to activity 2.5.1 and resource 2.4.1] 

2.6 Facing up to serious difficulties


The challenges of working with adult learners are perhaps most acute when it becomes clear that a trainee will not meet the Standards for QTS. Failure is always painful, especially for those who have invested heavily in the decision to teach. 

News of ‘failure’ should never come as a surprise to a trainee. A clear agenda for learning, with an agreed focus and specific targets for improvement, along with appropriate levels of support, should prevent this. Yet it can still be difficult to accept that there is no longer a realistic hope of meeting the Standards. Encouraging a trainee to withdraw from the course, rather than waiting to be ‘failed’, can make the experience less stressful and humiliating. But we must be sure that trainees are aware of all their options and understand exactly how the examining procedures operate before they make any decisions. This requires clarity too, across the partnership, about how decisions are reached and who exactly is involved in the assessment process. It is also vital, since trainees might later challenge a ‘fail’ decision, that detailed evidence is kept of the ways in which they are alerted to particular difficulties. A record is also needed of the specific targets set and of the support offered to help meet them.  

 Activity 

2.6.1 Responding to serious difficulties: balancing specific targets with support, and encouragement with evidence [link to activity 2.6.1 and resource 2.6.1]  

