EFFECTIVE LEARNING FOR ADULTS WITH LEARNING DIFFICULTIES (ELALD)

USING THE DVD TO SUPPORT DISCUSSION
Learning for Life – developing a social practices model of adult literacies for people with learning difficulties.
INTRODUCTION
The research on which this DVD is based was funded by Learning Connections and written by Katie Hunter and Alastair Wilson of the Applied Educational Research Centre, University of Strathclyde.
The DVD highlights the experiences of five adults with learning difficulties from across Scotland engaged in an innovative form of adult literacies learning. Central to this project was the attempt made by adult literacy tutors to engage more fully with the carers and support workers of their learners. This process was supported by the project researcher.  
The following sections introduce each of the learners that participated in the making of the film and present some key points which emerged from their experiences. 
The final section poses a series of questions which can be used as a basis for discussion for both practitioners and managers linking issues arising from the research with current practice.  Some may be more relevant than others to your work, roles, and responsibilities, but all are intended to offer a starting point for discussion within and between the different people and agencies that support learners.  
Please feel free to use and adapt these ideas as appropriate to your work.
The main report, an 8-page Research Summary and a 2-page Summary of Findings are available on the Scottish Government web-site:
http://www.adultliteraciesonline.com/alo/viewresearchreportsresource.htm?id=310
Feedback and suggestions on any aspect of this research is always welcome.  Please contact Learning Connections.
The Case Studies

Shelley
Shelley attends an adult education centre 2 days a week. As well as her dedicated literacies class, she attends a microwave cookery class featured in this film. Shelley is interested in healthy eating and nutrition and together as a class, Shelley, tutor and course mates develop a programme for each term which gives them a chance to explore healthy eating options, try new recipes both in and outside the class as well as use their literacy and numeracy skills in a practical context.

Shelley originally attended the class with her support worker.  Over the first year, as Shelley’s confidence increased, she began to travel independently to the class. Her support workers also changed. The research project focused on the attempts made by the tutor to engage with Shelley’s new support workers.
Key issues:
· When tutor and previous support worker worked together in the past, Shelley’s learning accelerated.

· The tutor feels that she was able to tap into Shelley’s goals and interests and work with her likes and dislikes by negotiating learning with both Shelley and her previous support worker.  

· Shelley’s progress has led to increased independence and she now travels alone to class and can work unsupported during the session. There are fewer available opportunities for tutor and key worker to collaborate under their present work arrangements. 

· Support staff work on a shift based rota and the tutor works 2 days a week in Aberdeen making it difficult for tutor and support workers to establish a rapport/ effective working relationship.

Joe 

Joe attends an adult literacies class one afternoon a week. The class is offered within a wider project which supports disabled users in accessing services and learning and recreational opportunities in the community. Joe says that he taught himself to read and wants to develop his writing and spelling skills.  Since involvement in the research project, Joe’s tutor and key worker continue to support Joe in a range of writing tasks, building on his interests and aspirations. The tutor is keen to work with her learners in a learner centred way to increase their confidence and decision making about their own learning.  The research project focused on the collaboration between tutor and Joe’s key worker and their attempts to formalise lines of communication.

Key issues:
· Through increased and consistent effort, those supporting Joe’s learning have encouraged him to take more of a lead in deciding the type of work covered in class.

· Joe’s key worker has recognised his increased participation and interest in activities both in and outside of the class. 

· Joe’s adult literacies class and centre are housed in the same building making it easier for his tutor and key worker to meet regularly. 

· It has taken some considerable effort to work with Joe in a more learner centred way, promoting not only the process of learner choice, but also getting Joe to talk about the work he does in class with others.

Scott 

Scott attends the same centre and adult literacies class as Joe. Scott wants to improve his money handling skills. As well as looking at the strengthening of collaboration between tutor and key worker, the research project also explored involving and developing links with a range of people in Scott’s learning who could help him practice his skills in real life contexts.

Key issues:

· Scott’s confidence and ability has increased and his carer feels Scott has benefited greatly from a learning programme which works at Scott’s pace.

· Further to the collaboration between tutor and key worker, the tutor has also with Scott’s permission, engaged more fully with Scott’s carer and links have been made with support worker regarding the skills Scott is developing in his literacies class. People have created increased opportunities to allow Scott to practice his skills outside of the class.

· Scott is able to voice his aspirations to his tutor as she continually reinforces a more learner centred way of working.

Avril 

Avril attends a literacies class one morning a week in a local community resource centre as part of her weekly activities. The literacies class has set up a small cafe serving visitors and employees at the centre. Avril’s tutor has explored opportunities to work more closely with Avril’s carer.  People close to Avril believe a key feature of planning her learning has to involve maximising her level of engagement and participation. By increasing communication between carer and Avril’s support worker the tutor is able to work more consistently with Avril and creatively build on her abilities and strengths.
Key issues:

· The tutor has been able to create a safe environment in which to work with Avril by establishing a close working relationship through further engagement with people that know her well. 

· Collaborative working enhances opportunities for others to stimulate Avril and build on her abilities. 

Ross 

Ross attends a literacies class one morning a week. His tutor is helping him to work towards one of his goals which is to be able to read a book unsupported. Ross is determined and spends a lot of his spare time practicing forming words and sentences.  Involving carers and professionals in Ross’ learning has increased the speed at which he is retaining learning. It has also increased opportunities for the tutor to link his literacies learning with practical uses in his everyday life.

Key issues:

· Ross’ rate of learning has increased as carers and key workers can give him 1:1 support outside of class. 

· As Ross progressed, there was a need to renew engagement between tutor and carer.  The research project was able to help identify other people who could support Ross. 

· Through the developmental aspect of the research project, the tutor was able to make connections with areas in Ross’ everyday life. 

Key Questions for tutors and organisers
Ethnographic approach
The film highlights that working within a social practices model requires building on a learners’ knowledge and experience. How well do you know your learners?

· Do you have a detailed understanding of your learner’s weekly activities and learning history?

· Do you know of ways in which you could gain this knowledge? (e.g. discussion with learner/support workers/carers/through learning activity?)
· Can you identify any issues/circumstances which you feel prevent you from gaining a fuller picture?

Linking literacies learning and independence

The research found that linking literacies to issues of independence benefited learners’ well being and sense of achievement towards greater independence over activities.
· Are you aware of all areas where your learner might use literacies in their everyday life?

· How are these activities supported outside of tutor contact time?

· How do you monitor how learners use their literacies skills outside of the class?

· How often are these goals re-evaluated?

Time

The tutors in the DVD felt stretched in their work commitments to develop this way of working more fully. Looking at some of the ideas in the DVD and from your own practice how would you like to organise your time with learners, taking into account the following:

· Group size

· Range of ability

· Learner’s possible need for individual time with a tutor

· Volunteer workers

· Time spent developing ideas with carers / support workers / professionals involved with learners.

· Working with learners to aid their understanding of this process.

Creating Networks
The film acknowledges the difficulty in establishing formal networks however the research highlighted that informal networks do exist.

· Do you have learners’ permission to engage with anyone other than the learner?

· Have you engaged with a carer / support worker? What was the nature of engagement? Were there any benefits engaging with them?

· Can you suggest ways in which you might strengthen and build on any existing networks within your capacity and remit?

· How might the learner be incorporated more fully in this approach?

Additional Questions:
Carers

Our research has shown that improving the ability to read and write – even a little - can make a significant difference to people’s confidence and sense of independence.
· Is it part of your role to support the development of independence in your client 
· How do you think improving her/his literacy or numeracy skills would help her/him when making choices? 

[shopping, cooking, eating, leisure, keeping in touch with relatives/friends]
· Would it be possible for your client to engage in any new activities if her/his reading, writing or number skills were improved?  What are they? 

[any of the above/independent travel/meeting new people/making friends/  

joining groups]
· What opportunities might you have to talk to the literacies tutor about what your client is learning? 

[when/where]
· How comfortable would you be about helping your client to practice some of the skills the tutor is teaching?  
· Would you like some more information or training about helping in this way?

· Would your manager approve of you helping in this way?
· Would your manager permit you to attend information or training sessions?

· Would you be happy for someone to approach your manager to discuss this?

All research participants

· Did you enjoy being part of the research?  Why?

· How would you describe the difference between this way of working and what you did previously?
· What changes did you notice – for you / your client / your learner?
· To what extent are you able to maintain the contact with tutors/carers?

· Is it possible to work this way all the time with everyone?  If not, what would be needed to make it possible?

· How aware are your managers of the research and the benefits of working in this way?

· Does your partnership/organisation have any staff responsible for developing new ways of working and/or improving quality?
Key Questions for Everyone
· Is this a better way of working?

· What stops it being the way you work with everyone?

· Is that a good enough reason?

Reminder: this research is concerned with the quality of the learning experience and its potential to make a difference to the learner’s life.
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