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Introduction

The aim of this report is to evaluate particular teaching and learning approaches in the context of a group of adult learners.  The report will cover the choice and justification of teaching and learning approaches, an evaluation of these methods, and the analysis and review of this evaluation.  The report will focus on a group, and also coaching for three selected individuals within the group.  This report will also include conclusions and a suggested action plan for any relevant findings.
Group Profile

The group I am working with is an HNC Acting and Performance class.  This group is a mixed adult class including students progressing from the NQ, school leavers (17-19), young adults (19-23) who have been in further / higher education previously or working, and mature students (23+) who have no further education experience.  This mixture of students provides an excellent opportunity for a rich and diverse learning environment.  I will endeavour to create an environment where the differing skills and experiences can be shared and valued.  The unit I am teaching is Production and Performance Specialisation.  This unit is intended to synthesise the skills achieved in other units such as Voice, Movement and Acting Skills, and enable the student to perform in a dramatic production.  The Group have been together now since August, and we will be working on their major production, ‘The Caucasian Chalk Circle’ by Bertolt Brecht.  This is a huge, sprawling production, with a cast list that runs to 70 characters!  The aim is produce an ensemble production, where students value their own contribution, and appreciate the contributions of each other.  

Within this group, I have identified three individuals who have specific coaching needs.  All these students wish to apply for further study at Higher Education level.

Student A:  A high performer, this student can become frustrated with other students lack of enthusiasm or motivation.  I aim to provide coaching that will meet the needs for a high level of performance.

Student B:  An adult returnee, with children and a previous career, this student has switched career mid-life, and has doubts about this choice and their own ability.   This student requires coaching to sustain their belief.
Student C:  A student with slight learning difficulties and a speech defect, this student requires a significant amount of coaching to reach the level they desire.
Teaching and Learning Methods and Approaches
‘Without the co-operation of its members society cannot survive…In human societies the individuals who are most likely to survive are those who are best enabled to do so by the group.’

Montagu, Ashley (1965), The Human Revolution, New York, World Pub Co.
The aim is to produce an ensemble production, with students increasing their skills and knowledge in a range of faculties both as individuals, and as a group.  In theatre the ability to work well with other people is a valuable skill, and is also transferable to other situations in life.  I have decided to promote Co-Operative Learning as the most effective method to achieve the aims and objectives of the unit.  Within this I will utilise experiential learning and reflection.  
There are three basic ways students can interact with each other as they learn.  They can compete to see who is ‘best’, they can work towards a goal without regard to the progress of other students, or they can work co-operatively with a vested interest in each others learning as well as their own.  It is my belief that co-operative learning will best meet the needs of this unit, achieve the desired learning outcomes, and provide the richest learning environment.  
Co-operative learning is defined as taking place under certain conditions
1) Positive interdependence

2) Face-to-face interaction

3) Individual accountability and personal responsibility to achieve group goals

4) Use of relevant interpersonal and small-group skills

5) Review of group functioning to improve future work

Roger T and David W Johnson, Creativity and Collaborative Learning, Brookes Press, 1994. Thousand, Villa and Nevin (Eds)
It is a tall order to provide all these conditions within the constraints of FE, where learning outcomes have to be satisfied, however I am of the belief that some of these conditions can be met through group work, and working in small groups.  I am concerned with achieving a sense of positive interdependence, where each group members’ efforts are required and indispensable for group success, and each group member has a unique contribution to make to the group task.  The needs of the learners are also relevant to this approach to teaching and learning.  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1968) is a useful model, and basic needs for food, shelter etc are recognised as having to be met before meaningful learning can take place.  To meet the goals of love and belonging, esteem and self-actualisation, additional factors come into play, especially motivation.  McGregor (1960) expounded his Theory X and Theory Y, which is a useful reference for the choice of group work and cooperative learning, and affects my role as teacher or facilitator.  Minton’s Matrix (1991) also challenges the role of the teacher and their control of the learning experience.  Co-operative learning challenges the role of teacher as ‘expert’.  As the ‘Director’ of the production, I will have to alter my role within this group, to enable a process whereby co-operative learning can take place.  Although a significant amount of evidence exists that promotes the benefits of co-operative learning and its superiority to competitive and individualistic learning, it is my choice of approaches within the umbrella that are important.  These choices are based on my assumptions, and some of the theories that exist, about group-work and coaching.  These values on group work are laid out by Rogers.
‘They (groups) provide

· a supportive environment for learning

· a constant challenge to the learner

· resources to build richer and more complex structures for learning

· A life of their own, which can assist the learning.’

Rogers Alan (2002) Teaching Adults (Third Edition) Buckingham & Philadelphia: Open University Press

Rogers goes on to define the advantages and drawbacks of these assumptions.  For example, a supportive environment which establishes and rewards status could also result in students being typecast restrictively in their role in the group.  This would lead to a decrease in learning for the type-cast student, rather than an opportunity to play many roles which can increase their awareness and knowledge.

I assume the students will find my choice of approaches beneficial.  It is my intention to evaluate the students’ response to these approaches, to provide me with feedback for reflection on my own practice.
Methodology
In order to receive feedback from students, I designed a questionnaire.  (Appendix A)  I then followed this with an informal group discussion, and for three specific students, I conducted a brief small-group interview.  I was able to gather sufficient information to provide enough material for analysis.  The questionnaire comprised 35 statements that respondents could either agree or disagree with, and a further 6 questions that had possible multiple responses.  I decided on this method as it met most of the criteria that Fowler (1998) laid out in his ‘Design and Evaluation of Survey Questions’.
I also included some questions that could be seen as duplications of each other, in order to test whether the subjects were paying attention!  By providing a negative I also did not get necessarily get the same response as the positive.  

I introduced the survey to the group at the start of the day, I asked if they would be good enough to complete it, explained what it was for, that it would take 10 minutes or less, that it was anonymous and that the results would be available.  I then delivered a lesson that included group work and some coaching, and finished 10 minutes before the scheduled break.  I distributed questionnaires and requested that they be completed.  I was surprised and pleased when the vast majority of students completed the survey before going for their break.  I had consciously placed a value on the survey by including it in class time, but had not specified that it had to be completed in that class time.  I did not want the students completing it under duress, or feeling forced to participate, I gave them the option of not completing it.  I distributed 21 and received 21 surveys back.  
Analysis and Review of Evaluation
With 21 respondents, I decided to round up or down to the nearest 5%, which is equivalent to one person.  E.g. 15% equals 3 students.  

The single most challenging result with implications for my practise was that 35% of the group felt their strengths were not valued by the group, and 35% felt that if they were struggling with work they would not be supported.  Further to this, 30% ‘often felt overwhelmed in group work’.  These results validate Rogers’s thoughts on the advantages and disadvantages of group learning and providing a supportive environment, with the possibility for this to become destructive for some students.  90% of the students felt that ‘there is always one person in the group who tries to dominate’, and this appeared to be confirmed by 35% agreeing ‘I have become aware that I have a tendency to try and dominate the group’.  However this picture of a dysfunctional group is tempered by other results that provide a validation of my choice of group-work as the predominant teaching and learning approach.  95% are ‘happy to express their ideas’, 95% ‘have learned from other students’, 90% agreed ‘that working without a tutor has encouraged me to change and experiment’.  These are all heartening results and provide a positive reflection of Rogers’ analysis.

On the question of motivation, often a contentious issue in FE, 95% ‘try harder and motivate other people in the group’, and this was confirmed by 90% agreeing that they had been, ‘motivated by other people in the group’.  This atmosphere of positive energy is possibly the most difficult area for a tutor acting alone to simulate.  One of the pitfalls for groups is ‘typecasting’, or always playing the same role in the group, thereby limiting the learning experience.  For a group of acting students, typecasting is an occupational hazard, and it is good to see that 75% of the students adapted their role to suit the groups make-up, this confirmed with 30% who ‘always play the same role’.  Clearly those adapting are not taking on the roles occupied by those who are typecast.  This will cause me to pay closer attention to roles within the group, and indeed the group expressed an interest in running an exercise to determine their predisposition to a certain role.  There were some interesting results in terms of personal interaction within the group, with 70% saying they would not try to avoid working with a student they don’t get on with, and 80% denying that they contribute less to the group if this occurs.  This is an example of providing a challenging environment for learners, with the majority of students embracing this challenge.  However individual behaviour in a group varies, with 8 surveyed stating they had been ignored by other students, and 3 respondents admitted they had ignored others.  One student stated they had been ridiculed, which is clearly unacceptable.  More positively for learners, 20 people stated they had encouraged other students who they felt ‘were contributing less than others’.  This confirms the theory that the group provides a positive dynamic (Rogers).
A ringing endorsement of the capacity for the group to provide esteem and self worth was provided with 100% agreeing that they ‘feel positive about their own ability when the group does well.’  This is a clear indication of the group rewarding success.  A possible drawback in this approach is the tutor who does not value the work of students unless they have contributed something to it themselves.  Again this is reflected in Rogers and his discussion on the role of the teacher (‘Autocratic, Laissez-faire, Democratic’).  90% of the students felt that I valued the work they created without my input.  I explored this further in discussion as I recognised some of the shortfalls in my questionnaire.  Responses were particularly constructive for my self as a teacher.  Students expanded on my role, ‘You’re not like a teacher’ was one ambiguous comment delivered, which demanded a response.  The student qualified by stating, ‘we all learn together, we are all a group.’  Another student stated ‘we do a lot of work for ourselves’, and another suggested that I ‘help us learn what to do, other people tell us.’  Students were also able to identify other teaching approaches, and noted my use of questioning instead of providing answers to questions.  They recognised that they often answered their own questions when I adopted this approach.  They also appreciated short presentations outlining the work for the day, and remarked that I often reminded them of up-coming breaks to manage behaviour!  They also validated my general reluctance to demonstrate an acting exercise, as they agreed it is not appropriate to ‘copy’ someone.  They liked the responsibility given to them by group work.  And, to my relief, 95% stated that ‘think the group work we do is managed effectively.’  While that is reassuring, there are clearly areas for me to reflect upon.

I also gathered information on coaching from the survey and a brief interview and on feedback during the informal discussion with the group.  100% valued 1-2-1 work, with only 30% preferring it to group work, and 35% expressing a desire to do more 1-2-1 and less group work.  No-one stated they would try and avoid 1-2-1 work with myself.  However the conditions for 1-2-1 work taking place were more ambiguous.  55% liked to do 1-2-1 work in front of the rest of the group, reducing to 50% if they were singled out, rather than volunteering.  On the allocation of coaching, 95% disagreed that they ‘get less time than everyone else’, and 75% stated they ‘get a fair share, other people need more time and get it.’  This is a contradiction which highlights the difficulty of evaluations, and the awareness of the students to coaching taking place.  Student perception of myself as having ‘favourites’, was in a minority of 15%.  Students also valued witnessing 1-2-1 work with other students, with 90% agreeing they were inspired by this, and only 20% feeling worried and 5% bored.  In the group discussion, students stated they would appreciate more individual feedback.  This is a regular item mentioned by students at course board meetings.  They recognised that I took notice of them as individuals, and that I gave ‘honest’ feedback, that was critical, but useful.  They remarked upon the ‘praise sandwich’ approach, and while recognising it as a technique they appreciated positive feedback mixed with critical analysis.  For my part I endeavour to adhere to the following advice.
‘Introduce bad news with “and” not “but” 
DON’T:
“The costume looks great, but you’re not keeping your hat up, and we can’t see your face.”

DO: 
“The costume looks great, and when you keep your hat up, we can see your gorgeous face.”

Hauser and Reich, Notes on Directing, (2003), RcR Creative Press, New York.
For my three students with specific needs, I held a short informal interview, one student elected to write down their views (Appendix B).  Comments from these students, who had received more intensive coaching were more comprehensive, and they were able to recognise the use of differing techniques, the critical and honest feedback, how coaching increased their confidence and self-belief, allowed risk taking, appreciated suggestions for improvement, and that the whole experience can be fun and free, with a valuing of each students abilities.  
‘You leave feeling positive, confident and ready to take on the audition challenge.’

Student A

Findings and Conclusions

‘Knowing something of how students experience learning helps us build convincing connections between what we want them to do and their own concerns and expectations.’

Brookfield, Stephen D (1995) Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher San Francisco, Jossey Bass Publishers

This evaluation has confirmed many of my beliefs and theories that inform my practice, and has caused me to question and re-assess other elements of practice.  This process of self-review and evaluation I now see as an invaluable aid in the teaching and learning process, both in the context of this group’s needs as learners and for myself as a practitioner.  Following collation of results I reported back to the group in a short presentation before holding a discussion.  The students were particularly attentive, and as results were discussed, it became clear there was a keen interest in the evaluation amongst the group.  It provoked so much discussion, that I abandoned my lesson plans, and we spent the day exploring the group dynamic and process!  Students found this enormously valuable, and it also presented me with an opportunity to implement some of the conclusions I had drawn from the evaluation.  For example, the majority of students stated they preferred to work, and learned more, when groups were sized between 3 and 5.  So in a group-work section I specified groups of 3/4.  The classroom was noticeably quieter than when using larger groups.  During presentation of small group-work, I employed coaching, but reduced the threat and adverse effect of being singled out in front of the group, by working with the whole small-group at once, including all participants before requesting another attempt at the formative assessment.  I noticed that the attention of the other students was high, and that those being coached responded with less inhibition than if they had been on their own.  The adoption of these two approaches will improve the learning experience for these students.  This is something that may have taken me years to understand, or indeed I may have never discovered at all, and demonstrates to me the value of critical reflection and evaluation.  In an environment where very few of the ‘lenses’ developed by Peterman and described by Brookfield are present, then the opportunity to explore even one aspect of critical reflection must be welcomed.  I was encouraged to see that students appreciated my honesty, as I often feel I am being too critical, and a colleague had suggested this to me also.  Individual students each noted that this critical honesty is positively beneficial, and the group discussion reinforced this view.  Again, if this had not been discovered, I may have been tempted to ‘soften’ my approach, wrongly believing it to be detrimental.  
With regard to coaching, I recognised that much of the work I do does not meet the process described as ‘The 5As’ by Karen McArdle, but that feedback suggests I do adopt a positive ‘Performer-focused’ behaviour model, and have instinctively followed the C*O*A*C*H pattern.  An increased awareness of this pattern and other theories can only benefit my future coaching techniques and practice.  

Action Plan for Development
To further benefit myself and the students, I intend to continue reading material provided for the TQFE, and attempt to embed a process of evaluation within my teaching.  As stated before, I have been able to integrate some of the findings into my approaches already, and the prospect of learning about how students see me as a teacher is something I find refreshing and exciting.  

References

Armitage A, Bryant R, Dunnill R, Hammersby M, Hayes D, Hudson A, Lowes S (2003) Teaching and Training in Post-compulsory Education Buckingham, Open University Press

Brookfield Stephen D (1995) Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher San Francisco, Jossey Bass Publishers

Rogers Alan (2002) Teaching Adults (Third Edition) Buckingham & Philadelphia: Open University Press

Robson Colin (2000) Small-Scale Evaluation, London, Sage Publications.

Reich R, Hauser F (2003) Notes on Directing, New York, RcR Creative Press.

Montagu, Ashley (1965) The Human Revolution, New York, World Pub Co.

Karen McArdle(ed) (2003) Learning, Teaching and Evaluation in FE, University of Aberdeen, School of Education.

www.co-operation.org 

www.funderstanding.com
www.infed.org
http://www.gre.ac.uk/~bj61/talessi/atl.html
