Selecting a Learning and Teaching Approach

What is a learning and teaching approach?

A learning and teaching approach is the overall approach that you, as a facilitator or instructor of a course, will follow to make it possible for the learners to achieve the outcomes of the course.  In other words, it is the method and the various techniques that you will use to bring about effective learning.

More specifically, a learning and teaching approach provides answers to the following questions:

1. What type of outcomes will I be trying to achieve by means of the learning and teaching process?  

At the end of the process, do I want the learners to have:
· knowledge ("theory")?

· practical skills ("practice") in specific contexts?

· critical thinking skills, e.g. a generic ability to analyse and evaluate?

· skills that will allow them to think about their own thinking, e.g. reflective skills?

· communication skills?

· learning skills and academic literacy, e.g. techniques for structuring information?

· certain attitudes and values?

· a specific combination of the above?

· all of the above?

If you selected a combination of the above, you should indicate more or less what the weighting of the various types of outcomes will be.

If you selected both "theory" and "practice", you should specify in what sequence, in the main, these two components will be dealt with.  Will you let the learners learn theory first, and then practise it, let the learners practise first and then help them to learn theory on the basis of their experience, or will these two components be integrated in some way?

1.1 To what extent will I provide support and guidance to the learners?  

· On the whole, will I tell and show the learners how to do things first, and then ask them to practise?  Or will I let them try things out first and draw their own conclusions, and then provide some guidance ("theory"/"content") with reference to their experiences?  Or will I use some combination of these sequences?

· Will I simplify difficult problems or materials for the learners?

· Will I teach theoretical issues and practical tasks in a step-by-step way, or rather let the learners deal with whole issues or do whole tasks?

1.2 What main kind of sequences will I use in the learning materials or other aspects of this course?  
For example: 

· Will I move from "the known" to "the unknown"  - from what the learners already know to new ideas?  Or will I present unfamiliar ideas to them, and then ask them to make sense of these by linking it to what they already know (i.e. use discovery sequences)?

· Will I teach simpler ideas first, and then more complex ideas?  Or will I sometimes directly confront the learners with more complex ideas?

· Will I follow a "part-to-whole" sequence or a "whole-to-part" sequence:  will I examine individual parts separately first, and so build up a whole, or will I examine the whole first, and then "zoom in" on different parts?

1.3 How learner-centred will the course be?  Will the learner be able to:

· decide or partially decide on the learning outcomes that he/she wants to achieve?

· select or to some extent select the learning content that he/she wants to concentrate on?

· follow different learning routes/sequences, depending on his/her individual experience, for example?

· work at his/her own pace, i.e. assessment dates will be negotiated individually?

· select the contexts in which skills are to be applied?

· act as one of the assessors in the course, i.e. conduct self-assessment?

1.4 What will the main contexts be in which learning will take place, and who will be the roleplayers who will facilitate learning?

· Will the learners study: 

· individually, wherever they may be?

· in libraries or regional centres?

· in venues for contact sessions?

· in their workplaces?

· a combination of the above?

· How will I make it possible for different learners to practise their application skills in their own individual contexts (i.e. how will I contextualise the learning)?

· Who will the learning facilitators be – lecturer, librarian, tutor, workplace mentor, peers/work colleagues, etc?  What role will each of these play in the learning – how much of the learning will take place through interaction with them?  How will these facilitators be supported?

1.5 What mode of delivery and main resources will I use?

· What will be the mode of delivery (e.g. print or Internet delivery)?  

· What resources will I use?  What will be the main learning resource, and what supportive resources?  

· Will I use existing resources (possibly with some supporting materials), or tailor-make new resources for the particular learners? 

· Will I provide all the learning resources or only some of them?  

1.6 How will I motivate the learners?  

According to one theory, motivation is created by doing the following: 

· Stimulating the learners' attention and interest.  How will I do this in the course?

· Making it clear that what the learner is learning is personally relevant to his/her life.  How do I do this?

· Building the learners' confidence.  What can I do to achieve this?

· Allowing the learners to experience successes on the way to achieving the outcomes.  How can I ensure that this will happen?

In summary, one useful way to think of a learning and teaching approach is to see it as providing information on three main issues.  Each of these issues can be represented as a continuum.

Support and Guidance Continuum

How much learner support and guidance will I provide?  Simultaneously, this answers the question:  to what extent will I (as the instructor) control the learning process?
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Sequences Continuum

Will I largely use sequences in which I first tell the learners what they need to know, and then let them practise (reception sequences); or sequences in which I will allow the learners to discover things for themselves, and then tell them about it (discovery sequences)?
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2. How can I ensure that my learning and teaching approach is sound?

To ensure that the learning and teaching in your course are of good quality, you should select a learning and teaching approach by drawing on the following:

2.1
Generally accepted principles of learning and teaching

The following are some principles that are currently accepted by most educators as good practice in learning and teaching.

· Teach or facilitate learning in such a way that the learners will actually achieve the outcomes of the course 

(This might be easier said than done – see the examples on the last page)

· Identify the goal of learning

Everyone seems to agree that there should be clarity about what one wants to achieve with the learning.  

· Some learning theorists believe that very specific outcomes and objectives should be formulated in prescribed ways for every level of the course;  they believe that this will enhance the goal-directedness and therefore the effectiveness of learning.  Others believe that more holistic, broader goals are sufficient.  

· Some believe that the focus in specifying outcomes should be on the actual tasks that need to be performed, while others believe that outcomes should also be specified for elements such as thinking skills, values, attitudes, and social interaction.

· Allow the learner to play an active part in the learning.

All learning theorists believe that learning should be interactive:  the learner should participate in the learning process in some way, i.e. should not be a mere passive receiver of information.  However, there are great differences of opinion about the degree of involvement, and the degree of autonomy that the learner should have in the learning situation.

· For some theorists, the learner's activity lies mainly in responding to questions or instructions by the teacher, practising tasks, and doing teacher-directed exercises.  

· On the other end of the spectrum, theorists believe that the learner should be active to the point of directing the learning to some extent:  they should set their own goals for learning, select and control their own learning experiences, and play a role in their own assessment. 

· Provide appropriate guidance during the learning process.


This point relates to the one above.  Everyone agrees that there should be some guidance by a teacher or learning facilitator, but disagrees on the extent of the guidance.

· Some theorists believe that a teacher or instructor should provide as much guidance and support as possible.  Content should be simplified for the learners and broken down into easy steps;  learning should gradually proceed from simpler to more complex tasks, with the learner mastering each step before proceeding;  clear examples should be given or processes demonstrated first and the learner then guided to imitate these;  and all the necessary learning resources should be given to the learner. 

· On the other end of the spectrum, theorists believe that learning is most effective when the teacher only facilitates, and does not control, the learning process.  The learners should be confronted with real-life, difficult problems and should learn by trying to solve these; guidance should only be given when it is absolutely necessary and the learner cannot proceed without it.  Solutions should not be provided up front, but be discovered by the learners.  The learners should also find some of their own learning resources.  

· Provide for relevant interaction with others during the learning process.

· Some theorists believe that continuous interaction with an instructor or learning medium is sufficient.

· Other theorists believe that interaction with others is the main source of learning.  There should thus be extensive interaction about the learning content with as many people as possible – not only the instructor, but also peers (fellow learners), tutors, mentors, colleagues, managers etc.

· Use planned techniques to motivate the learner.  

All theorists believe that motivated learners learn better.  However, there is disagreement on the source of motivation.  

· Some believe that extrinsic rewards (money, status) are the most powerful motivators. 

· Others believe that intrinsic rewards (mental stimulation, personal growth or a sense of personal meaning) are even more vital.

· Build on existing or prior knowledge.

· Some theorists believe that learning should always build, step by step, on what the learners already know.

· Others believe that learning does not necessarily need to proceed step by step, but that new ideas should be linked to prior knowledge in some way, even if only by analogy (i.e. by comparing the unfamiliar with the familiar – "the ozone layer is like a giant umbrella shielding the earth").

· Plan the sequence of learning events.

All theorists agree that the sequence of learning events should be carefully planned, but do not agree on the type of sequences that should be used.

· In terms of various types of learning outcomes, some believe that "theory" should precede "practice";  some that "practice" should precede "theory";  and some that there should be a continuous "to-and-fro" movement between these two aspects.

· Some believe that learning should always proceed from simple ideas to more complex ideas, while others believe it is acceptable and even advisable to confront learners with new, complex concepts and let them attempt to make sense of the new information themselves.

· Some believe in proceeding from the parts to the whole, while others believe in proceeding from the whole to the parts.

2.2
Theories of learning

There are three main "schools of thought" in learning and teaching theories.  I have illustrated my understanding of the relationship between these schools of thought in a simplistic way in the diagram below.


Some of the main ideas of these schools of thought are explained below.

Behaviourism

Behaviourist psychology is based on research on human behaviour, and how this behaviour can be modified.  Behaviourist learning theorists believe that learning takes place most effectively when it is guided by an instructor who has carefully planned a series of learning steps that will enable the learner to achieve a precisely defined goal.  These steps are "stimuli" that the learner responds to, and he or she learns when the instructor either positively or negatively reinforces the response.  Some of the main behaviourist teaching principles are the following:

· Learning should proceed step by step, with practice opportunities after each step, until the learner has mastered the step.  

· Feedback is given after every practice opportunity;  there is thus constant, guided interaction. 

· Learners should start at a level at which they are comfortable, and gradually be guided to move to a more difficult level from there.  Individual learners should be allowed to work at their own pace.

· Examples are given and processes and solutions demonstrated before the learners are asked to undertake processes and solutions themselves.

· Difficult materials are simplified and broken down into smaller sections for the learners;  great care is taken to adapt materials for the level of the learners.

Cognitivism

Cognitivist learning theory is based on research in neurobiology and cognitive psychology.   Its point of departure is not overt human behaviour, but how information is processed by the human mind during the learning process.  Cognitivists believe that teaching should take place in such a way that it supports and facilitates the mental processing of information by the learner.  Some of the main cognitivist recommendations for teaching are the following:

· Our brains perceive structures or ideas as "wholes" first, before it examines the parts of the whole.  "Whole-to-part" sequences are thus recommended, and overviews are important for learning.

· Our brains organise knowledge in network structures.  Organising and structuring information will assist learners to retain that information.

· In our mental knowledge networks, new information is linked to existing information.  It therefore considerably facilitates learning if new knowledge is introduced with reference to what the learners already know, even if this can be done only by analogy.

· Mental processing is "deeper" when stimuli from various senses are processed simultaneously.  Therefore, knowledge is retained better when it has been perceived and learnt in a number of different ways and through different media (e.g. through words, sounds, images, movement etc.)  Also, intellectual processing cannot be entirely divorced from emotions and values;  stimulating these can enhance learning.

· The mind pays particular attention to information that seems to clash with what it already knows, or is very different (because of the difficulty of linking this to an existing knowledge network).  Problems, puzzles and apparent "mysteries" are thus powerful motivators for learning.

· The mind does not only process information, but also devises "cognitive strategies" to deal with information more effectively (e.g. summarising, rehearsing, using mnemonics and so on).  Learning is enhanced when such strategies are taught along with the information that needs to be learnt.

· Some cognitivists emphasise that learning is most effective when it takes place through interaction with another or others.

Constructivism

Constructivist theorists look at learning from the perspective of the constructivist philosophy of knowledge:  they believe that the mind does not merely receive and process information, but actively constructs knowledge, both individually and through interaction with others.  Constructivists generally accept cognitivist ideas about mental processing, but believe that learning should be considered from a wider, more holistic perspective than a focus on the individual mind.  The main principles of constructivism are the following:

· Situated learning.  Learning must be situated, i.e. occur in a particular context.  This context must be as authentic as possible.

· Problem-based learning.  Learning must be centred around problems, preferably real-life problems;  the learner learns in the process of trying to solve the problems.  Problems should not be oversimplified for the learners.

· Experience in the knowledge construction process.  The outcome of the learning is not merely to acquire knowledge and practical skills, but also thinking and learning skills.

· Reflection and evaluation.  Learners should become skilled at reflecting on and evaluating their own performance, and finding ways to improve it.

· Learner autonomy.  The learner must become independent and develop responsibility for his or her own learning.  The instructor does not control the learning process, but merely facilitates it.

· Multiple perspectives.  The learner should be exposed to a variety of perspectives on issues, and so develop tolerance for a range of different views.

· Collaborative learning.  Learning should take place in social contexts.  Although the learner should be capable of learning independently, he or she should also relate closely to others in his or her direct and wider environment and should learn through this process.

A group of constructivists, called social constructivists, sees collaborative learning as the most important aspect of the learning process.  

In deciding which learning theory or combination of theoretical aspects or teaching techniques to use, you will have to consider the needs of your learners, the nature of the learning outcomes and the characteristics and constraints of your particular situation.

Examples of Two Courses

Read the details below and decide whether the learning and teaching that takes place in these two courses are effective.  Have the outcomes been achieved?

Course 1

· Main outcome:  At the end of the course, the learner should be able to prune a shrub.

· Main learning resource:  A brief learning guide that describes, in words and pictures, the ten steps in the process of pruning a shrub.

· Assessment:  The learner has to write an exam.  The exam question is "Discuss the ten steps involved in pruning a shrub.  Illustrate each step with a sketch and a practical example."  Ten marks are awarded for the learner's description of each of the steps:  five for providing the correct facts (which were given in the learning guide), three for a correctly labelled sketch (given in the learning guide), and two for an example in which the learner writes down how he/she would carry out the step with a particular shrub.  The final mark is thus 100.

· Certification:  Learners who have achieved 60% or higher in the exam are issued with a certificate that states "The learner is able to prune a shrub".

Course 2

· Main outcome:  At the end of the course, the learner should be able to formulate, implement and evaluate workplace policies.

· Main learning resource:  A learning guide that describes the various considerations and steps in formulating, implementing and evaluating workplace policies.  

· Assessment:  An assignment and an exam.  In both of these, the learners are asked to describe and explain the formulation, implementation and evaluation of workplace policies, giving practical examples where possible.  70% of the marks are awarded for the facts about formulating, implementing and evaluating policies (which were provided in the learning guide;  the relevant sections from the learning guide are used as the marking memorandum.)  30% of the marks are awarded for examples.

· Certification:  Learners who have achieved 60% or higher for the course are considered to have achieved the outcome.  In other words, it is considered that such a learner can now "formulate, implement and evaluate workplace policies".  
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