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Education in a Changing Environment:
An Account of the ‘Closing Reflections’

John Cowan, john.cowan@hw.ac.uk

This is not a paper, in the usual sense of contributions to conference proceedings.  Rather it is a report by me, of what I tried to say, and hope I was understood to have said, in my closing remarks. For that reason, it is a record of a narrative, rather than a structured written statement.  Also, I am spared (I hope) the task of providing references – which I loathe.  Equally, however, I am constrained to minimal editing of the original presentation.

In accordance of what is common usage internally, I write (as I spoke) of ‘Salford’ – meaning this University.

Because of the setting of the original in my PowerPoint presentation, bullet point lists are rather more common in what follows than would be the case in a formal paper.

Introduction
I came to the conference, armed with a framework, and an embryo PowerPoint sequence, within which I intended to slot the various points that I had hoped to pick up from the various sessions I attended.  In the event, things worked out so differently from my expectations that I hastily abandoned that framework and started again.

I had listened to Lewis Elton deliver his keynote address.  I have long looked up to him as the Great Man of Higher Education in this country.  However, I found myself in strong disagreement with the main theme on which it was founded.  I have looked up to Lewis since I first entered the educational arena, and have learnt much from him.  So it was with respectful diffidence that I eventually decided that I would frame my revised reflections around my disagreement with what Lewis had maintained.

Are We Engaged in Education in a Changing Environment?
The conference title inferred a positive answer to that question.  Lewis had adamantly and eloquently maintained that nothing much has changed in higher education for centuries.  In the privacy of my hotel bedroom, after the conference dinner, I faced up to the fact that I wanted to maintain, equally adamantly but probably with less eloquence, that there have been profound changes in the past ten years or so.  Further, that these have been changes not only in higher education but also in Salford, and that they centre, for me, on the response to the challenge to engage with students in a very different way from that favoured by our predecessors.

At the conference, that impression was confirmed, as far as Salford is concerned - from the highly professional programme which I was handed on my arrival, from the excellent and thought-provoking poster session, and from the various presentations which I was able to attend.  I was aided by helpful notes from the chairs of the parallel sessions, particularly those which I did not manage to attend.  I had hoped to summarise all of these notes, but have not managed to do so, thanks to the confusion this absent-minded professor caused for himself by leaving his laptop, and enclosed chairs’ notes, in the taxi which took him to the airport.

My reflections, then, are based firmly on the premise that this had been a conference about a rapidly changing environment, and on the reactions of Salford colleagues to the consequent demand.

Introduction
I began by showing a sequence of numbers, and asking members of the audience what numbers they would put into the boxes at either end.  The sequence was:

  1       2  2       4  4       8  

I suppose I was hoping that most people, quietly, would settle for a ‘1’ in the first box, and an ‘8’ in the second.  I showed that the answers were ‘6’ and ‘9’ and repeated the problem

       6  1       2  2       4  4       8  9       

I then revealed that the next answers were ‘3’ and ‘6’, which (I hoped) then made sense with a little rearrangement from:

3       6  1       2  2       4  4       8  9       6

to:

3       6       12       24       48       96

Thus, pedantically but for an audience perhaps needing some mental callisthenics after a tough two days of concentration, I set out to make these points:

	It’s never a bad thing to look at things from a new standpoint;

So it makes sense to look especially thoughtfully at the many conference contributions from those of our number who have been taking a new look at teaching, learning and assessment in Salford;
And then to look forward, and perhaps anticipate, some of the next changes!

Outline
The revised outline for my reflections, then, was to be:

	A summary of the changes which I am convinced I have seen, over the past ten years;

Some thoughts on at least some of these changes;
Suggestions each time about where that may take us next;
Finally, mention of what seem to me a trio of noteworthy omissions.

Changes in the Past Ten Years
I still teach at the grass roots, as I have done since 1964.  I opine from that position, and on behalf, I trust, of fellow practitioners.  These are the changes I have encountered over the past ten years:

·	More and more is expected of us. We are expected to produce, and substantiate, self-evaluations based upon and informed by valid data;
·	The field offers us many examples of innovations and developments informed by current educational theory, and by current practice and enquiry in higher education;
·	The potential of peer assessment for effective and cost-effective support of learning and development is increasingly appreciated, perhaps more so in Salford than generally;
·	There is active and thoughtful concern, on the part of at least some, to ensure that the virtual learning environment moves beyond the loading of lecture notes on the web for virtual teaching, and becomes a learning environment worthy of its title;
·	There is in Salford, as elsewhere, some exciting thinking and doing, at the cutting edge.

The stark immediate demands, then, are to:

·	Evaluate objectively;
·	Widen access;
·	Develop e-learning;
·	Enhance;
·	Cut costs;
·	Retain.

Certainly, in my own last five years of teaching, each year has seen me required to deal with greater and greater student numbers, the increase coming further and further from the higher end of the ability scale – and to do so with less and less resource, contact time and support.  So, while like many colleagues I would not dispute the desirability of enhancement, I am acutely aware that the first demand on any improvements which I may bring about this year, will be to go on struggling to keep standards and the quality of the learning experience as they were last year, and the year before.

What Next? – Building on What We Already Have
Realism obliges me (and teachers like me) to recognise and plan for even greater demands in the future, when we will have to:

	Deal with an even wider range of student needs;

Reduce our teaching or contact time per student;
Reduce failure rates;
Increasingly move our learning outcomes from the lower end of the scale (nowadays handled better by IT than by humans) to the higher end (where our graduates will have an important role);
In all of this, display our accountability more persuasively.

How is this to be achieved?  First, by building upon what we already have.

Building Upon a Sounder Pedagogy and Approach Than Ten Years Ago
Compared even with ten years ago, we can point to:

	Curriculum developments which have been and are informed by sound data, and informed by relevant educational research;

The basis, from that, to present persuasive self-evaluations, internally and externally;
Models and examples of good practice to disseminate;
Experience and application of at least action research, and in some cases of full researching.

For example, in this conference:

	I was most impressed by the account of systematic evaluations of curriculum developments with Problem-Based Learning in the MRes in Health and Social Care, and of the Physiotherapy CD-ROM, which were succinctly and informatively displayed in the poster session;

Like others in their audience, I was stimulated by the accounts which Eileen Trotter and Roland Fox gave of effectively supporting and encouraging active learning, through the imaginative use of truly formative assessment;
I heard of the power of well-planned and executed action-researching, in the account by Andrew Long and Paula Normandy of researching with practitioners to develop evidence-based practice;
And I noted with approval that Sepani Senaratne’s first step in developing teaching and research links was a sound and comprehensive ‘state of the art’ review.

What Next Pedagogically?
In all of these – and other – examples, I noted that we had welcome access to instances of sound practice in Salford.  We were equally provided with food for thought in respect of where to head next.  I warmed, for example to the poster on Peer Observations of Teaching – and found myself asking when and how that approach and philosophy can be extended, not simply to more teachers, but to more practices – becoming collaborative formative evaluation of the immediate learning and of the immediate learning situations for which we are responsible.  In so doing, we might well build upon recent Open University initiatives of this type.

Above all, however, I became increasingly aware during these two days of our further need for the type of information which only research, albeit action research, can provide.  While I found myself wondering who will carry out these enquiries, and how that effort will be resourced and supported, I was in no doubt that presenters and participants alike are aware of our need for research into:

·	The nature of the immediate learning experience, and especially so in the case of radically new experiences such as computer-assisted or assessed learning, and e-learning within a virtual learning environment;
·	Comparative studies of measures which can be taken – cost-effectively as well as effectively – to enhance and deepen that experience;
·	The potential open to us if researchers can show how to even better facilitate innovations which are already working well for us – such as PBL, reflective practice and constructivism – which may perhaps have more potential, yet to be tapped;
·	The nature of effective teaching (which may even be akin to evangelism) which aims to generate value shifts, including those arising from dealing equably with both genders, and those which arise when students from another culture come to study within, and perhaps sometimes to influence, our own educational culture.

Above all, however, I suggest under the heading of pedagogy that we in Salford, as others in UK higher education, are on the threshold of a context in which we can profitably extend the concept of alignment in our curricula.

Crystal Gazing: Developing Alignment?
It ill behoves someone as myopic as myself to attempt to see into the future, for I do not have the first sight, let alone second sight.  But I shall make the attempt.
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John Biggs, as was often quoted during the conference, has made a convincing and much quoted case for what he calls constructive alignment.  For many years now, I have chosen to describe this, diagrammatically, as in Figure 1.  Here are portrayed the relationships between Outcomes, which in the UK means our ‘Intended Learning Outcomes’; Assessment, which rewards and certificates learning; and what is often called Teaching and Learning activity, which in constructive alignment implies constructive activity by the learner, and so is perhaps best labelled in some such way that reminds us that it implies learning, structured by a teacher.


Figure 1

I submit that a mere ten years ago, when audit and subject review were in their relative infancy, examples of lack of alignment were common – and sufficiently serious to merit fairly prompt attention.  It was common for auditors and reviewers to encounter explicitly worded outcomes which were in full accordance with commendable aims – but to search in vain for evidence of their assessment.  For the assessment which was in place, it was common for scrutinisers to find to their disappointment that some assessment could be satisfied by, or even called directly for, performance which was not in accordance with the stated outcomes.  Perhaps above all, it was sadly apparent that many laudable learning outcomes, perhaps validly assessed, were not the focus for purposeful and effective learning and teaching situations, in which the required abilities should and would be developed.

file_3.wmf
Outcomes

Assessment

T & Learning



file_4.wmf
Outcomes

Assessment

T & Learning



In my experience, the most significant discrepancies arose in contexts where teachers and programmes set out to follow Schön, ‘Educating the Reflective Practitioner’ in respect of higher level cognitive and interpersonal capabilities.  In such cases, assessment was often neither valid nor reliable, and demonstrably effective learning and teaching was often rare.

Figure 2
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Generally, however, in 2003, we now find ourselves in a distinctly different situation.  Best practice, which is common, though far from universal, is built firmly upon carefully considered programme specifications, in which outcomes and assessment are usually well aligned.  In Salford, for example, we have many assessment schemes which tell learner, and examiner, almost as much about the programme team’s intentions as does the programme specification.  Thus, in modern best practice, ‘Outcomes’ and ‘Assessment’ in my diagram are moving rapidly together (Figure 2), until in some cases they have virtually merged (Figure 3).
Figure 3

At a recent conference in Portugal, Dave Boud and I were discussing the development of assessment practice in indirect relation to the third element in alignment – the learning experience.   We spoke at some length of the changes which self-assessment and peer-assessment have brought to the learning situation, and to the consequent learning.

Self-assessment has been around for some 25 years or so now, and the wealth of experience can be generalised with some confidence.  It is clear, I would maintain, that the self-assessing learner self-directs their learning – with an eye from the outset ever on the intended learning outcomes.  Thus the learning becomes much more purposeful.  At the same time, the self-assessing learners monitor progress as they proceed, and notice when the learning is heading off in the wrong direction, or making no progress, and they adjust accordingly.  Assessing oneself against known criteria, wherever they originate, is thus a natural, constructive and integrated, feature of the learning experience.

Peer-assessment, in an objective form, has perhaps developed less thoroughly.  But where the process is objective and systematic, and especially where it has been used to provide constructive ‘feedforward’, as some are now calling constructive feedback, it contributes to learning and development in two distinct ways.  Firstly, the assessed learner is assisted to see where improvement is possible, without brain surgery of working any harder.  Secondly, the learner as peer assessor will often see scope for improvement in their own work, through critically appraising the work of peers.  Again, this form of assessing is fast becoming an integrated part of the learning experience.
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I therefore argued that, in the foreseeable future, at least some of us will have progressed beyond talking and thinking about alignment, and will rather be following the development from the conflated alignment of Figure 3 to the integration which features in Figure 4.  The Virtual Assessment Environment of which Andrew Young spoke was a perfect example and vision of how this may develop.


Figure 4

The integrated approach, then, should entail:

·	Assessment which values the learning outcomes in accordance with programme aims;
·	Self-assessing learners who direct their own learning;
·	Self-assessing learners who monitor their own learning and achievement;
·	Hence, a situation in which self-assessments, including self-choice and definition of criteria, can be simply presented for ‘auditing’, rather than assessing, of achievement;
·	Peer-assessing in learning groups, where the social constructivist benefit of structured interaction is cost-effectively harnessed for feedforward, and progresses beyond the somewhat restricted potential of isolated constructivism (see below).

What Next?: Following Our Front Runners
We have some in Salford who are already there, or nearly so.  We need to encourage others to follow, with the assistance of the front runners.  I am ever wary of the danger of encouraging front runners so that the gap between them and the next bunch becomes so demotivatingly great that the second bunch fall back, and give up – as can often happen in a 10,000 metre race.  What is the next step here, then?  

Building upon Radical Developments Which Are Proven
In Scotland, we often urge the unduly modest that they should cultivate ‘A guid conceit of themselves’.  There is perhaps something in that advice for Salford, since one of the surprises for me in conference participation has been to discover how much more is being done here than I had known or imagined – and how much of that is innovative and trail blazing.  Oh, I had known of the work associated with the Teaching and Learning Quality Improvement Scheme (TLQIS), some of which has been written up in the recent publication.  But it seems that this is but the tip of the iceberg, covering only the sponsored developments.  Clearly, many Salford staff have been engaged in appreciable unsponsored innovation, which has been part of the routine programme for the University.

The greatest area to come under this heading is that of Key Skills.  Again and again during the conference, it was noticeable that Key Skills are embedded to an extent which is almost taken for granted, and yet is not really taken for granted, because it is still being reviewed and extended – as in the role of leadership in Nursing Education.  Key Skills at Salford go beyond the somewhat pedestrian and low-level coverage with which many institutions of higher education are still satisfied.  They extend imaginatively to the higher level cognitive, interpersonal and at times affective skills.  Innovations pushing this area forward are already around, with a clear methodology, in which nevertheless I will submit there may be scope for enhancement.

On a different but associated front, we have some valuable information about the nature and impact of true e-learning.  There are several practitioners who are offering in this conference developed thinking about, and inputs to, the development and use of the virtual learning environment which is now being set in place.

Overall this takes place in a context where systematic approaches to the design and development of provision and of its evaluation, are a natural part of the scene for our innovators.  I see this as emerging from the emphasis which there has been for many years in Salford on the need for evaluation of development and change – an element on which so many bids for TLQIS funding were required  to concentrate, and which so often brought its own worthwhile returns.

For example, at an apparently, but far from, pedestrian level, we had a delightful paper by Chris Rivlin and Jason Pemberton-Billing, from which I took a simple, but for me soundly developed, radically new and clearly effective approach to the use of true diagrams in course design.  We had a thoughtful contribution from Martin Eayrs on the perils of unprincipled web surfing.  And we were taken forward by Roz Howard and Mike James as they outlined for us the vision of the Learning Technology Centre, and its forthcoming engagement with grass roots staff, as well as Learning Technology Fellows, in shaping progress for Salford with IT in the next few years.  All stirring stuff – and amongst us the front runners whose experience we can pillage and whose advice we can so readily seek.

What Next in Running Ahead?: The Potential of Social Constructivism, Perhaps?
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I have already introduced this avenue for development, which I will now enlarge upon.  I see the move to social constructivism as especially relevant within a VLE, but at the same time as something which we should certainly not restrict to the virtual environment, but see as generating enhancement generally for the learners of today and tomorrow.  I argue, then, both for more purposefully and deliberately structured and supported constructivism, and for facilitated and cost-effective social constructivism.

Figure 5

Much of our pedagogy for the development of abilities is based upon, or claims to be based upon, our version of the Kolb Cycle (Figure 5).  This is flattering to common practice, which more often takes the shortcut shown in Figure 6, thus eliminating the step of actively experimenting which is as important a bridge in one direction between experience and generalisation as is reflection in the other.  In addition, many versions of the Kolb Cycle in common practice tend to concentrate on asking learners to reflect upon how they did things, without also getting them to consider evaluatively how well they did them, and how well they might do them, after reflection is put to good effect, in the future (Figure 7).  Even in that refined form, the approach is still constructivist – as I heard Jenny Moon, the authority on reflection in learning, advocating recently.  Nevertheless, it is open to constructivist enhancement.
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However, this presentation has already hinted at, or rather asserted, the advantages for learning which can accrue when we involve others, especially peers, with the learner – a possibility which has particularly rich potential when considered in relation to e-learning (Figure 8).  Instead of depending upon only his or her own experiences, the learner in a social constructivist VLE can be enabled to contribute these experiences (succinctly) to an experience garden (rather like an answer garden, but containing similar experiences, indexed appropriately).  Learners assembling generalisations can then have access to the experiences of others, as well as of themselves when generalising.
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Figure 6

Figure 7
The questions which we so seldom ask of ourselves, and which are obvious to others but costly to arrange for a tutor to ask, can be remitted to peers after simple modelling of what that might entail, and how it can be approached.  Thus the learner can profit from facilitative peer comment – as do the peers, of course!

In a discussion board, learners can air, and discuss with their peers, their generalisations and conclusions, while remaining free to reach their own final conclusions without needing to obtain consensus.  Some VLEs permit this to be done anonymously, thus taking advantage of the freedom of option which that permits and encourages.
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Finally, if active experimentation is to be seriously tackled, groups may find it useful in a moderated chat room to develop their strategies for testing out what they have concluded, in the next similar situations which they will encounter.


Figure 8

I submit that we now have in Salford enough to build upon, in moving towards social constructivism.  We have colleagues, as we have seen during the conference, who appreciate the power of peer-assessment.  I recall, for example, Debra Leighton’s contribution on consolidating peer evaluation review procedures.  We have in several colleagues a keen awareness of the importance of formative assessment, for the effect it can have upon learning and retention.  So we have the potential to generate cost-effective feedforward.   I hope it will only be a short time before there are numbers of colleagues using the VLE (and face-to-face) for what I have long called co-operatives, wherein learners who have a draft piece of work to offer as an entry ticket can have it reviewed for formative feedback by anonymous peers.  

What Next?: Encouraging and Progressing Cutting Edge Work
It will be apparent to those who know me, and even perhaps from my remarks here, that I despair of the way so many university teachers in so many disciplines and environments have been encouraged, and are willing, to simply ‘put their lecture notes on Blackboard or WebCT’, and consider that to be the creation of a virtual learning environment.  It was therefore a delight to come to a conference in which the whole attitude to the VLE concentrated at least upon ‘learning’.
I heard Janice Whatley describing how she was teaching – yes, but teaching her software to act as her agent to support group learning processes.  I could have spent all day asking questions of John Rae and Gary Taylor, who have a realistic vision of the system as a truly reflective and facilitative coach for learners,. Nudging them out into their Zones of Proximal Development (ZPDs).  I thrilled with the concept advanced by Andrew Young, of the Virtual Assessment Environment – where learners were not assessed in the sense of giving them marks or grades, but were simply informed how successful or otherwise they had been in a problem-based learning situation, and left to find out how to improve on that performance if they so wished, by thus learning to better effect.

This is truly cutting edge work, of which Salford can be proud.

Building upon Cutting Edge Work
We need to make use of the splendid opportunity which this conference has provided, by being an internal event in which those who present work and ideas are accessible to their peers.  We should take every opportunity, without holding them back too much, to:
·	Approach the people concerned, to learn more of their thinking and innovatory work;
·	Back them in what they are doing, encourage active experimentation in teaching as well as in learning, make space and opportunity for them to do differently, and to evaluate;
·	Pillage from them – remembering the Zulu proverb that we cannot steal someone’s ideas, for they still retain them!

What Else?: The Possible Omissions
So far my remarks build upon what was presented in these two days of conference.  But what of the omissions?  I often quote the conversation between Sherlock Holmes and his unimaginative side-kick, Dr Watson, in the case of the Hound of the Baskervilles.  At one point, Holmes commented ‘And then there was the curious incident of the dog in the night’ – to which the dull-witted Watson replied in some bewilderment ‘But the dog did nothing in the night’.  ‘That was the curious incident’, pointed out Holmes.

So what did I not hear, which may be of relevance to our review of the conference?  I have three headings in my notes – learning styles, learning needs, and unintended learning outcomes.

The First Omission: I Heard a Lot about Learning Styles…
…but not much about:
·	Choosing (with good reasons) between the various instruments which are available, and which are being used in Salford, to determine learning styles;
·	How to cater, practicably, for different styles within the one learning environment and mode of delivery;
·	What returns we can expect, if we manage to do so;
·	What has already been done in this field, including the work at Salford which is well written up, and the text-based examples in the United States of which Professor Heywood has often spoken in Salford;
·	The disappointments, as well as the joys, of those who have laboured to cope with differences in learning styles.

I suggest with respect, which as usual means rather the reverse, that this is perhaps one area where the growing practice in many of the papers which were presented, of reviewing what the literature has to offer, might well be more evident.

The Second Omission: I Heard Very Little about Learning Needs…
…which is to be a focus for enhancement activity in my own country, in the coming year.  Yet we all know that these can vary notably within our assorted class groups nowadays, and will matter more and more as we widen access further, and engage more in internationalising the curriculum.  So I was particularly sorry that I had to miss Chris Proctor on blended learning for different learning styles, given the results published in recent years by Zywno, building upon Felder and Solomon’s classification.

But I was glad I was able to hear what Elizabeth Laws had to say.  Here was someone reporting work in a context which, although supported imaginatively by the VLE, is perhaps most accurately described as greatly enriched traditional teaching.  I noted that she said, several times, ‘I can understand how students find this hard’ - an appreciation informed by her extensive efforts to ingather meaningful formative evaluations.  For she is a teacher who has devoted effort to asking ‘How was it for you?’, to listening or reading the feedback on needs, and to responding appropriately and in various ways – for the benefit of the current cohort.

I was moved to reflect again upon the fact that (for me) learning needs are held by learners in different ways, rather like salmon lying in different pools in a fishladder (Figure 9). Like these fish, they have to be approached in different ways.
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In the shallowest pool we have the needs which the learner is ready to declare, and with which the learner hopes for instant assistance.  Using myself as an example, I can tell you that I readily declared to the UHI computer help desk my need to find out how to assemble a mailing list in WebCT e-mail, for my own sub-group within a listed class.  I knew what I wanted, didn’t mind declaring the need, and just wanted to be helped.  Many student needs fall into this category.

Figure 9

Next, we come to the needs of which the learner is keenly aware - but for that reason may not wish to declare in every setting.  My example here would be assembling material on WebCT.  I know the principles, produce the drafts, but my colleagues, for one reason or another, do the work for me.  I don’t really want them to know that I couldn’t do it – but I would like, privately, to learn to do it.  I just wish there was someplace where I could make my need known, and learn what I need.  My need is known to me, but somewhat private; I’d like safe and private conditions in which to declare it, and have it met.

In the third and even deeper pool of needs, there are needs which I cannot quite define.  I know, or at least hope, that I could be more effective when I moderate discussion board activity.  I’ve read the literature, and Gilly Salmon’s book.  I haven’t yet found anything that makes me exclaim ‘That’s what I’m looking for’.  I need to be offered a further range of possibilities, which I can explore until I find what I need, because I don’t quite know what my need is.

Finally, I am sure I have unperceived needs – but I don’t know what they are, until someone points them out to me, or challenges my assurance.  Recently I was on an audit where it was the task of one of the others to look into adherence to the requirements of the Cooke Report.  At one stage, being on his first audit, he asked me if he had covered everything he required – and I didn’t know if he had done so.  I hadn’t perceived that my knowledge of the requirements was inadequate for an auditor.  Well, I know now – and I’m doing something about it.

Four ways of holding needs, four types of activity which a teacher can structure, four characteristics of such activities.  When learners are ready to openly declare needs, as in my help desk example, we should set up an effective way to ask them to do so, while we listen – and then deal with what emerges.  Remember Mager’s pilot in Palo Alto, when he undertook to ‘teach’ students electrical circuit theory, by answering their questions as they asked them.  I recall that some 70% of them quickly moved to ask him to explain either how a television set works, or how a cathode ray oscilloscope works.  This was not the starting point that many teachers would choose, but it was the need for these learners, to orient themselves before they began to enquire, in effect, about Ohm’s Law.

When learners can define their need, but don’t want to go public, then OU tutorials have shown a major shift in the pattern of declared needs if they are written on pieces of paper which are then put in the centre of a table, picked out by students, unfolded, and have a tick added if ‘That’s one for me, too’ is the reaction.  In a VLE we can arrange this ‘safety for declaration’ much more easily, to discover what the needs are, and be able to respond helpfully.

When needs are undefined, and their nature and solution both require exploration then we should set up something akin to the action learning set, in which suggestions will be offered and considered – and acted upon, if the learners feel this appropriate.  Salford has the Revans Centre to draw on; we should lead in setting up this approach in our VLE.

When needs are unperceived, they will only be recognised if there is a challenge which exposes the need without humiliating or creating an unacceptable risk for the learner.  How well the context which Andrew Young described permits such comfortable challenge and discovery, and remedial action.  We should develop that approach, too. 

The Third Omission: Unintended Learning Outcomes.
I didn’t hear much about unintended learning outcomes.  It has perturbed me for some time that our programme specifications nowadays call upon us to decide, in advance, on intended learning outcomes.  Almost by inference, there is no room for unintended learning outcomes.  Yet particularly in open ended provision, as is increasingly favoured nowadays in PBL and otherwise, many of the outcomes which are most important to learners and their (prospective) employers, and which are in accordance with the programme aims, and are valued by the lecturers, are not listed as ‘intended’ – and cannot be guaranteed for every learner, once their value has been noted.

When I mention this bee in my bonnet, inevitably some in my circle of conversation immediately agree, and begin to quote, anecdotally, occasions when this has frustrated them, too.  I tell them that I make provision, in modules where I have authority, for a blank line in the list of so-called intended outcomes, for the unintended but valued one, which one student at least may wish to claim, and justify as valuable.  Again, many who empathise will applaud the approach – and sometimes someone will tell me, quietly, that they already do this.

Should we not be giving more thought to the recognition, and the encouragement, of learning some of those outcomes that are not intended, or not even possible for all students, when a programme is designed?  

Closure – and then Second Thoughts
In closing, I thanked the audience for remaining until the end of the conference, and of my reflections; for an inspiring conference; and for a stimulating ten (and more) years as a visiting professor at Salford.  I also expressed the hope that I would continue to be invited to visit, for some time to come.

Reflection after any event is no bad thing – once the dust has settled and the euphoria has had time to ebb.  For some months now, it has been worrying me that I should fold my academic tent and quietly slip into true retirement, before colleagues have to start telling me, in however kindly a way, that the time has come for me to go.  The Salford conference, like several other events of recent months, have helped me to see the challenge more realistically for myself. To be blunt, I am fast growing out of touch; and Salford, like some other areas of HE activity, is finding its feet educationally with such success that there is less and less which I can offer.  So I have decided to call it a day before the end of this academic year.  I’m therefore especially glad that this conference went so well, for Salford, for the participants - and for me.  What a delightful memory to carry to my fireside chair and slippers!


