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It is reassuring that after 100 years of educational debate and discussion that the core purpose of education remains largely unchanged i.e. to promote and develop the capacity for independent learning and personal skills. The Ofsted publication Why Colleges Succeed, reinforces this core purpose with the following best practice exemplar,  ‘A particular strength of the college is the students’ attitude to their studies. Learning is exceptional. Students are highly motivated, are intrinsically interested in learning new information  and are enthusiastic about extending their understanding.  They quickly develop good study habits, including independent research skills, and work hard to improve their knowledge.’         ( Ofsted, Why colleges succeed, November 2004)

Learner types

Learners tend to fall into the following broad categories according to levels of motivation, basic and key skills. How far does your teaching and learning strategy advance learning for all three types of learners?  All three types may be in a single lesson or one type may dominate a lesson.


Employability skills

Our aim as teachers is not only to ensure that learners pass exams but also to ensure that they gain the key, basic and personal skills required for effective interaction in the world of work and wider multi ethnic society i.e. can learners establish good team relations, tolerate opposing views, articulate and sustain own opinion, word process clear reports, analyse a spreadsheet, produce a pie diagram, research a topic, give an effective presentation etc.  The key learning weaknesses identified by Ofsted on the next page highlight that too much teaching remains teacher dominated with insufficient active learning techniques to improve and build learner skills over time.   


How far do lesson plans, schemes of work and ‘big picture’ lesson introductions in your college identify opportunities to build personal and key skills over time?  How do you challenge independent learners, stretch dependent learners and motivate directed learners to achieve their best potential?   The traditional Scheme of Work tends to remain in the filing cabinet but electronic ‘learning guides’ linked to lesson plans and resources can advance learning for all learners by providing the prompts and support they need to develop independent and wider employability skills. 
Ofsted ‘good or better’ 2004-05

The Ofsted Chief Inspector’s report for 2004-05 contained the last full set of Ofsted lesson observation data. This data should be used to benchmark internal lesson observation data. Ofsted expects colleges to present lesson observation data in the categories, good or better, satisfactory and inadequate. In each case there should be  clear associated actions in relation to disseminating best practice, raising satisfactory grades to good or better and eliminating inadequate grades. The focus of the single Ofsted grade is on the learner experience and evidence of learning i.e. effective teaching produces learning. 

	Area of Learning
	Teaching 

1-3
	Learning 

1-3
	Key learning weaknesses

	Business, administration, management and professional
	65
	64
	Insufficient attention is paid to planning a variety of learning activities which meet the range of students’ abilities and learning preferences.

	Construction
	57
	55
	There is often too much passive learning with students copying notes from the board for long periods of time

	Engineering, technology and manufacturing
	61
	57
	Too much copying from the board and too much talking by teachers.

	English, languages and communications
	73
	69
	Opportunities are missed to integrate and develop these  [key skills] within lessons

	English as a second or other language
	58
	58
	Tasks are not well matched to the needs of students with different language levels.

	Hairdressing and beauty therapy
	61
	60
	Limited range of strategies employed to meet the needs of each student

	Health, social care and public services
	66
	64
	[lessons] fail to capture the imagination or meet the needs of all of the students in the class.

	Hospitality, sports, leisure and tourism
	65
	63
	They rely too much on teacher dominated activities and fail to motivate and engage students in learning.

	Humanities
	71
	70
	Ensure that all students make sufficient progress relative to their starting points

	Information and communications technology
	63
	63
	Teachers spend too much time lecturing students and do not engage their interest

	Land-based
	61
	58
	Too little attention is paid to meeting the differing needs of students.

	Learners with learning difficulties or disabilities
	65
	62
	Poor target setting and inadequate monitoring and recording of some learners’ progress.

	Literacy and numeracy
	58
	58
	The targets and review dates in ILPs are often vague.

	Science and mathematics
	66
	65
	Teachers talk for too long and students are insufficiently involved in their learning

	Visual and performing arts and media
	72
	69
	Failure to use an appropriate range of teaching and learning activities to encourage students to think creatively and be productive.

	Average


	64%
	62%
	The above are quotes from the Ofsted Chief Inspector’s report October 2005.


How far is your internal lesson observation data above or below the national averages for each area of learning?  How far does your lesson observation process focus on evidence of learning and actions to improve learning? The Ofsted weaknesses listed above largely relate to insufficient differentiation, insufficient active learning and too much teacher talk.   The grade one template overleaf provides the key stepping stones for advancing learning and guarding against the above weaknesses.  At each stage the focus is on the learner and the embedding of independent learning skills and opportunities to improve and build key skills. 
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The skills agenda





Skills are very much in the headlines. On 7th February 2006  the headline in The Times read, ‘Graduates unfit for work.’ The report highlighted the concerns of employers that too many graduates were unfit for work due to low levels of basic and key skills. A succession of recent government reports has confirmed the need for a much greater focus on employability and personal skills:





White Paper, February 2005


Skills in the City, July 2005


Leitch Review, December 2005


White Paper, March 2006.





Andrew Thomson, CEO of the QIA stated:


“And then there is employability. Again let’s not be narrow. This means the skills and attitudes not only the immediate employer will need but also the future one’.


( Speech QIA  Conference June 2006)





The Ofsted Inspectors’ Handbook May 2006 highlights the need for integration of key skills, ‘ The development of key skills is most effective when teachers take responsibility for developing them as part of their teaching and when learners see the relevance of these skills to the courses they are studying’. 














The skills gap





The following hierarchy lists the major skills gaps identified in an LSC survey of 74,000 employers in 2005.





Technical and practical            53%


Customer handling skills          38%


Oral communication skills        35%


Problem solving skills               34%


Team working skills                  34%


Written communication skills    30%


Literacy skills                            28%


Management skills                    24%


Numeracy  skills                       23%


Office and admin skills             13%


Foreign language skills            13%


General IT user skills               13%


Professional IT user skills        10%





The report indicates some improvements to the overall skills gap but reports the need for more effort to close the national skills gap for Britain to sustain a competitive economy.





Source: The National Employers Skills Survey 2005, LSC, June 2006.





Directed


Easily distracted and regularly off task in lessons with some challenging behaviour. They often have low personal confidence, weak study skills and come to lessons ill-equipped for study. They are in danger of failing. 





Dependent


Co-operative but largely passive learners who work well in the classroom but are not motivated enough to study  outside the classroom. They lack study skills and will probably pass but not gain high grades.   





Board of Education 1904





The aim of the school is to …develop  such a taste for good reading and thoughtful study as will enable them [learners] to increase their knowledge in after years by their own efforts… Self education should be the key-note of the older children’s curriculum…The chief task is to teach the scholars to teach themselves…





(Board of Education,  Teachers’ Handbook )





Independent


Able learners often working ahead of the teacher with high personal confidence and learning skills. Often hold an intrinsic interest in the subject area and wish to progress to university. They will probably gain high grades. 








Appetiser





White Paper 2006





Our vision is a system in which all learners achieve, gaining new knowledge, understanding and skills through stimulating and expert teaching. Programmes will be tailored to individual needs and learners will take responsibility for their learning…In short, we want all students in FE to become ‘expert learners’.





( White Paper, Further Education: Raising skills, improving life chances 26th March 2006)
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The above nine steps are the ‘diamond recipe’ for grade one teaching and learning. There is significant scope around each step for individual flair, favourite resources and methods to produce a seamless, upbeat and active lesson. The emphasis throughout is on active learning techniques to build and sustain interest, skills, motivation and evidence of learning.
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