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FE Teachers – educational experts or skills factory foremen?

Introduction

Further education has long been expected to serve an extremely wide range of learners from young disaffected school–children to pensioners; there are courses for vocational, academic and self-development purposes; there is provision from pre-entry to foundation degree level. Its ethos is invariably supportive, resulting in a welcoming of diversity of all kinds. Whilst the spectrum of users of the provision remains broad, the teachers are specialists in their fields.

Current government educational discourse seems preoccupied with the skills shortfalls of the British workforce, which is having direct implications for the further education sector in particular. Not only will colleges need to rise to the urgent call to address these learning needs, but they will have to withstand increasing competition from other training providers specialising in the targeted areas.

There seems little doubt that the meeting of these educational challenges is vital if as a nation we are to retain economic competitiveness. In the light of this urgency, other reasons for attending college are being side-lined, and funding for many courses is being withdrawn or limited.

In this paper, I seek to examine if the role we are being urged to assume will be radically different from the former one, and if so, if anything is in danger of being lost in the transition. Are we maintaining what we know about the process of learning, as we prioritise the outcomes of it. Is it alarmist to fear that this shift in emphasis will mean a rush headlong into managing a conveyor belt for churning out certificated clones?  

To provide an alternative to the favoured statistical data when considering the quality of course delivery, I will draw on interview and diary data from research conducted on bilingual students on FE vocational courses last year. By framing their comments on their college experiences with some theories on learning and identity, I will attempt to gain insights into effective pedagogy: this will lead to a consideration of whether some aspects of the role of the college teacher might become eroded by the ‘demand-led’ imperative.   

Learning and the learners

No examination of learning can be valid apart from the learners themselves. In my recent research, my attention was trained on six adult bilingual students on vocational college courses. For reasons of brevity, I have limited the extracts used here from my findings to those of two of the participants.

In order to make the extracts relevant to college learning as whole, I have included some of the findings that relate to the participants’ identities as learners, rather than those which reflect their position as bilingual students in a monolingual institution.

Lave and Wenger (1991) conceptualise learning new skills in their theory of ‘situated learning’, whereby a newcomer accesses knowledge by becoming a member of the ‘community of practice’. Situated learning sees learning as a social practice, and cites participation as the means of gaining it. Learning, therefore, is ‘an evolving form of membership’, which implies an aspiration to identify with the new community. 

Clearly, finding one’s place in the learning community might be more challenging for someone from another country of origin. However, all students negotiate their position, responding to their perceived degree of acceptance. One of my research participants, Li, a Holistic Therapies student in his early thirties from Malaysia, came to the college to gain an advanced certificate in therapeutic massage, aromatherapy and reflexology, and to improve his English fluency. No stranger to studying, Li already held a degree in Business Management, as well as several qualifications in various kinds of massage therapy.

After initial shyness with his class-mates, Li settled down in the group and made friends. However, perhaps due to his previous background, he had a heightened expectation of good customer service from the college, and he became disgruntled about the college as a training provider: he claimed he had been treated ‘like a naughty child’ about punctuality, and sometimes disagreed with the course organisation:

‘I’m not happy with the course – I paid four thousand something for this course, I think I paid four times as much as these people, my class-mates … in my country, I tell directly to my tutor and they don’t take action, and I will go straight to the Principal’

The network of relationships which constitute new studentship, or apprenticeship, engages the learner in ways which gradually involve changes in identity. My findings illustrate the assertion that learners experience an emerging sense of who they are, both in relation to the players on the learning scene, and to what they knew before. Indeed, Lave and Wenger (1991) state explicitly that ‘learning and a sense of identity are inseparable: They are aspects of the same phenomenon.’
The concept that learning is dependent on the learning environment, and not just on the knowledge being imparted, puts an emphasis on relationships not accounted for or alluded to in any ‘workforce development’ plan. In William Hanks’ foreword to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) volume, he states:

‘Rather than asking what kind of cognitive processes and conceptual structures are involved, they ask what kind of social engagements provide the proper context for learning to take place.’  

The social engagements involve jointly the teacher and the fellow learners, which I will return to later.

In addition to the negotiation of learner identity in relation to fellow learners, and where they fit in the learning environment, learners may also undergo an ongoing challenge to their view of the world and their place in it. New understandings and values may jostle with previously held beliefs. As teaching is inevitably value-laden, prior ‘secure’ knowledge may find itself under scrutiny, throwing past learning into dispute. Each of us has our own history and educational background: we try to make sense of the new by comparison with previous learning experiences:


‘Learners’ utterances address and respond not only to their current teachers’


questions and assignments but also to their former teachers’ expectations and 
            demands, to prior utterances heard and read.’ (Kramsch, 2000)

Li came to terms with the college’s unfamiliar approach towards their students; equally, Li’s course tutor spent time with him, seeking to understand his grievances. She also sought to balance this with giving him a sense of college appreciation of his considerable strengths and expertise. His business qualification was recognised and it exempted him from the marketing module of the Holistic Therapies course. He was made ‘Student of the Month’ for his outstanding portfolio work on essential oils, showcasing his language skills representing them in Chinese, English and Latin, as well as his professional presentation of the material on the computer. His tutor also ensured she passed back to Li appreciative feedback from clients about his excellent massage techniques. Thus although throughout the course Li continued to negotiate his relationship with the institution, and with college management, it was the perceptiveness and sensitivity on the part of Li’s tutor that increased his motivation to persevere with particularly demanding aspects of the course, like anatomy and physiology. The issue of customer service, which had been the source of disappointment to Li in the college, also served to increase his own enthusiasm when it was in his power to give satisfaction to the clients who received massage therapy from him. 

Learners are constantly dealing with resonances with the past as they seek to accommodate the present new skills, attitudes and understandings. In the next section, I explore some possible implications for teachers.

Teaching and the Teachers

If we accept that learning often precipitates a radical change in outlook and identity, it surely behoves us to acquaint ourselves with our learners as holistically as possible. Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) urge teaches to view their students above all as people:

‘[they are] first and foremost individuals whose formation as thinking and learning beings depends crucially on the concrete circumstances of their 

specific histories.’

They counsel us to discover those specific histories in order to build on them, and thus enhance the likelihood of personal development. In short, seeing the learning as an isolated incidence lasting merely the duration of the course is short-sighted and wasteful. Learners already bring with them a lifetime of knowledge, and they will continue learning after the course. If for no other reason, harnessing the expertise and approaches from among the class fosters a lively learning environment for all.

But there is also, of course, the benefit to the individual learner of knowing that others recognise and appreciate what they already knew before they came on the present course. The crowded syllabus needs to embrace the additional contributions of the group in order for it to make sense, and have a sustainable and lasting meaning.

My second participant, Dario, was 23 when he became a college hairdressing student. In contrast with Li, Dario, from Naples, had been a habitual truant at school, and had only found fulfilment when he became a hairdresser. His creative flair had progressed him rapidly from a salon junior to manager, giving him the belief that formal learning was unnecessary. However, a desire to convince his parents that he could achieve a qualification persuaded him to enrol on a college course.

In his first term, his lack of educational grounding was to the fore, and he replicated former behaviours by regularly missing classes. When asked during an interview why he didn’t study, he protested with heartfelt honesty that he didn’t know how. We discussed how studying demanded the sacrifice of other activities to which he retorted: ‘For you it’s more easy because you study all your life – it’s much easy!’

This understandable retort reveals his self-positioning as an unsuccessful school pupil who would continue as an unsuccessful student.   

Recent research conducted by Ivanič et al (2005) at Lancaster University on the literacy practices of students on vocational FE courses, found that courses that gave the opportunity for students to ‘mobilise’ the familiar skills of their outside lives most improved learning. To state the obvious, if we are not allowing time to do that kind of familiarisation with our students, the mobilisation work cannot happen. In the same vein, Holliday (1994) makes the startling yet sensible assertion:


‘No teacher can afford to be anything but a researcher.’

Dario’s tutor set out to rescue him from the impending failure on the course. He did not reprimand him, only explaining that continuation with the present path would not lead to Dario’s desired pass, and the certificate he so craved to show to his parents. The tutor gave up a series of lunchtimes to coach Dario personally, and he arranged more language support sessions to help him tackle the assignments. More importantly than the time his tutor devoted was that, throughout, he reassured Dario that he believed him to be an exceptional talented hairdresser with ideas and techniques he would be proud to have himself, even after a lifetime in the profession. 

The tenacity and commitment of the tutor, combined with vastly improved efforts on Dario’s part, transformed the Italian student from a self-confessed study-phobe to an advocate of learning which amazed his friends:

‘  Now I come to the course, and this is very good thing ….. Usually I never liked school or stuff like that. Here I like because I see the people … help me for coming, and I see I am welcome, you know…’  

The extent of personal engagement with their course tutor proved to be pivotal to the shaping of learner identity of all six of my participants.

Conclusion

I have tried to make a plea for us to be aware of the role we have always been entrusted with as teachers. As teachers in FE in particular, we are to be in the front-line of the national effort to increase the vocational and essential skills of the population. The aim is a worthy one provided we remain conscious of our responsibilities as educators.

Lemke (2002) wonders if we could be inadvertently ‘missing our vocation’ as educators by attempting to cram too much into the curriculum whilst failing to bear the learners in mind:

‘(schooling) today would seem to be paying too much attention to what we study and not enough to what we become.’

He emphasises that leading people to learn new things can suggest to them not only potential future paths but can also offer choices about ways of being in the world; he holds that we have a duty to pose challenging questions about life, self and social justice. 

Gee (1990) also believes that teachers are well-placed to offer as wide vista as possible to learners in their care, not least by providing opportunities for sharing their cultural and life knowledge with fellow learners. It is this position, according to Gee, that makes teaching ‘a moral act’, a task we should not shirk. 

Teachers’ own identities and values are also constantly being negotiated during their work, which Lemke (2002) refers to as ‘our collaborative learning’. This is unsurprising if learning is a relational activity.

Given my role of a mainly one-to-one support teacher, I might be expected to put an uncompromising case for the value of focusing on the uniqueness of each learner. A counter argument might be made that hard-pressed class teachers have insufficient time to luxuriate in holistic research into their students. My tenet would be that only if we continue to recognise our learners’ previous strengths and incorporate them into our teaching can we be genuinely successful in increasing their skills. Learning can be as unsettling as it can be exhilarating. By acknowledging previous learning experiences, positive or otherwise, we strengthen learner identity and are more likely to achieve the successful results we and they need.

Barbara Majer       July 2007
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