‘Good’ Practice in Higher Education Learning and Teaching: a UK Perspective
Introduction

This paper outlines recent developments in the UK Higher Education (HE) sector which have implications for the ways in which learning and teaching are organised. In the first part of the paper, the contemporary student population is described and characterised as one which is diverse, client- and goal-oriented and strategic. Two models of teaching and learning are then presented: the first, a ‘deficit’ model, encapsulated by a teacher-centred and curriculum-driven approach; the second, characterised by student-centredness and an understanding of learner and learning processes. It is argued that the latter model offers greater opportunities to promote effective learning since it incorporates a number of key elements which are relevant to the current student body and which offer enhanced conditions for learning. These conditions include an emphasis on interaction and dialogue in promoting learning, the value of experiential learning and the need for learners to reflect on learning. 

Students in UK Higher Education 

Students studying in the contemporary UK Higher Education (HE) sector can be characterised in a number of ways, largely as a result of shifts in government policies and in more flexible programmes of study, such as policies which have led to widening access. Since the government initiative in 1999 to increase the numbers of students studying at universities from around 15% to 50% (by 2010), numbers (as a percentage of school leavers) have increased from around 15% in 1989 to more than 40% in 2006. There are significantly more students attending universities than there were twenty years ago; more importantly, the composition and characteristics of that student body have changed in a number of ways.

Students now pay significantly more for their higher education than they used to and receive correspondingly less in terms of financial support. This situation is set to change further from September 2006 when universities begin charging ‘top-up’ fees of up to £3,000 per annum per student. The net effect of these changes is twofold. First, students have higher expectations in terms of what constitutes ‘value for money’. The notion of ‘student as client’ is already upon us: as from September, it is highly likely that students will expect more and be prepared to take stronger actions when they are not satisfied with the ‘service’ they receive. In the words of Hafner and Oblinger, (1998, p5):

As customers of higher education institutions, students are interested in a smooth, integrated process which will produce the results they need

Second, as a result of the increased financial burdens and reduced availability of grants and subsidies, most students are forced to take part-time jobs. The direct consequence of this is that students have far less time to devote to their studies – some estimate that this may be as little as 20 hours per week (c.f. Oakey et al, 2002).

Furthermore, students in the HE sector expect to study less and ‘get more’ from their classes. This ‘strategic’ approach to teaching and learning means that students want far more ‘hand-holding’ and expect less self-directed studies than the students of ten or twenty years ago. Strategic approaches to study often result in ‘surface’ rather than ‘deep’ learning (Biggs, 2003) and may mean that key concepts are poorly understood. Many students now expect that their studies should be supported very strongly by what takes place in lectures; handouts, readings and online support are seen as being central to the study habits of most students. Few have the time or the inclination to ‘read around’ their chosen field of study, preferring instead to rely on what they are told or given by lecturers. 

In light of wider access and increased numbers, the current student population is no longer the homogeneous group it once was. Most pathways comprise students of very mixed abilities and from different social, economic and educational backgrounds. The net result is that university teachers are obliged to deal with much more diverse groups of learners and cannot ‘assume’ that students will have covered key concepts before taking a particular course or module. This situation is compounded by the fact that since the advent of modularisation some years ago, students may experience ‘gaps’ in their knowledge. It is further exacerbated by the tendency (often on economic grounds) for university departments to prefer to offer the mass lecture of 200-300 students (or more) from a diverse range of abilities and backgrounds. In such large groups, students may become ‘lost’ or forgotten and struggle with the subject matter. More importantly, there is now sufficient evidence to confirm that the mass lecture, while being ‘administratively convenient’, does little to promote effective learning (see, for example, Power, 2003). 

A Deficit Model of Teaching and Learning

One model of teaching and learning in higher education which was prevalent until comparatively recently is now presented. Under this model, there was a tendency to focus on individual learner differences and to characterise the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ student. The motto by university teachers following this model was almost always ‘blame the student’ (Biggs, 2003), with a tendency to explain failure in terms of poor motivation, low interest, low ability levels and so on. Rather than seeking explanations by focusing on teachers, the tendency is to criticise and pass judgment on learners. Typically, teaching is by transmission: lectures are ‘delivered’ with little time for interaction, questions or digestion of new concepts and ideas, despite the evidence which suggests that this mode of teaching is far from efficient (Powell, 2003). The aim is to ‘cover the curriculum’ rather than promote deeper understandings and generate interest in the subject-matter. The lecturer is seen as the ‘sage on the stage’ and all new understandings, skills and knowledge come from her, rather than from peers. This is a quantitative way of looking at teaching and learning, measured only in assessment terms: a successful university teacher is the one whose students gain high marks in their assessment rather than the one whose students are motivated, interested, or engaged with the subject-matter. 

An Alternative Model of Teaching and Learning

The current trend towards student-centredness has meant that the emphasis in higher education teaching and learning has shifted away from promoting effective teaching towards developing an understanding of how students learn. Owing to limitations of space, there is no scope here for a discussion on the relationship between learning and assessment. Instead, I consider some of the conditions needed to promote effective learning, irrespective of the assessment procedures used. I begin with a definition of what learning means in a HE context.

According to Biggs (2003, p68): 

Learning is [….] a way of interacting with the world. As we learn, our conceptions of phenomena change, and we see the world differently. The acquisition of information itself does not bring about such a change, but the way we structure that information and think with it does…Education is about conceptual change, not just the acquisition of information.

When we unpack this quotation, a number of issues emerge, each of which impacts on the ways in which teaching and learning are organised. First, there is the suggestion that learning is not a fixed concept, but one which is constantly changing over time and through ‘interactions’ with the world. Second, there is the idea that as students acquire new information, they change the way they think; ownership of new concepts and ideas arises through the process of acquisition and the changes that we undergo. This can be compared very closely to socio-cultural theories of learning and teaching (see, for example, Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000) which emphasize the social nature of learning and the role of language in that process. Third, there is, at least implicit, in the quotation above, the notion that new meanings are not simply transmitted through direct instruction. More, students pass through a number of stages in a process in which meanings are constructed in relation to previous knowledge, motives for learning, etc. 

If we adopt this more fluid, dynamic view of what learning is, we can better understand the role of the university teacher in promoting the effective acquisition of knowledge and skills among students. It is clear that there are better or worse conditions for learning and that university teachers have an important role in bringing about those conditions. In the current climate, when account is taken of the nature of the UK student population, of its needs, expectations, constraints and so on, optimum conditions for learning occur when:

1. Understanding occurs through interaction 

2. Experiential learning promotes deep understanding

3. Dialogue assists and shapes understandings

4. Learners play an active role in the learning process

5. Learners are encouraged to reflect on their learning

Each of these conditions will now be discussed and compared.

Understanding occurs through interaction 

The role of interaction in teaching and learning has been documented from some time now (see, for example, Long, 1983, 1996; Swain, 1995, 2005; van Lier, 2000; Walsh, 2003). There are many educationists who argue that it merits active study since it reveals ‘what is happening’ when students and teachers come together and allows us to gain a closer understanding of those processes (see, for example, Walsh, 2006). Through interacting with others, students have an opportunity to work out new meanings, question established ideas, develop critical thinking skills, acquire the metalangauge of their discipline and thereby become members of its discourse community (Swales, 1990). It is through the ‘give-and-take’ (Barnes, 1976) of the interaction that learners come to acquire new understandings, question old practices, make new hypotheses.

There are a number of reasons for taking such a strong position on the role of interaction in a higher education context. Here, we focus on just two of them. Firstly, ‘interaction is the most important element in the curriculum’ (van Lier, 1996, p5). The position taken here coincides with that of Ellis (2000, p209; original emphasis), ‘learning arises not through interaction, but in interaction’. As such, interaction needs to be understood if we are to promote learning. Further, there is increasingly a realisation that the teacher has an important role to play in shaping learner contributions (see, for example, Jarvis and Robinson, 1997). 

Second, ‘good teaching’ is concerned with more than good planning. According to van Lier (1991), teaching has two essential ingredients: planning and improvising. The interactive decisions taken by teachers while teaching are at least as important as the planning which occurs before teaching. It is the ability of teachers to make ‘good’ interactive decisions rather than their ability to plan effectively which is being addressed here. Good decisions are those which are appropriate to the moment, not ones which ‘follow the plan’. Teachers may restrict or facilitate learning opportunities in their moment-by-moment decision-making, by asking closed rather than open questions, for example, or by constantly interrupting students (Nystrand, 1997; Hall, 1998; Walsh, 2002). Recent research has shown that qualitative differences to learning through seminars can be made when attention is paid to movements between topics and by promoting interactional affordances (Gibson et al, 2006).  

Current practices which promote interaction and encourage collaborative learning include project-work, problem-based learning, simulation and role play, interactive ‘windows’ in lectures, small-group teaching. (See below for a fuller discussion).

Experiential learning promotes deep understanding

When students are actively engaged in the learning process, it is highly likely that they will experience what Biggs (2003) refers to as ‘deep learning’. The suggestion is that learners learn best when they are doing something which challenges them to think and to question. Understandings arise from problems which are both authentic and relevant to students, and when students are given an opportunity to work independently. For some, (see, for example, Willis, 1996; Ellis, 2004), the notion of task lies at the heart of this approach. Any task should engage students in some meaningful activity which results in the acquisition of new skills or knowledge and which promotes greater understanding. Tasks must be sequenced in a logical way which, while allowing flexibility of approach, must have a clear end-point. Typically, tasks should also promote additional key skills beyond the subject-matter itself. These may include things like communication skills, teamwork and the use of ICT.
Dialogue assists and shapes understandings

For many educationists, dialogue is central to learning: ‘much learning is an activity that occurs in and through dialogues’ (Swain, 1995, p142). For others, dialogue allows the co-construction of meanings which is so central to the acquisition of new knowledge (see, for example, Wells, 1999). It is only when students are able to discuss and comment on their work that their understandings are deepened and enhanced. Dialogue permits comment generation and hypothesis testing and allows students to both acquire new knowledge and comment on that knowledge, thereby attaining a higher level of understanding. Perhaps more importantly, it is only through dialogue (with teachers and peers) that students acquire the language of their discipline and become members of that community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Arguably, learning to ‘talk the talk’ of history, computer science, maths or whatever discipline is at least as important as learning the subject-specific content. According to Musumeci (1996), for example, students of science who master and use its vocabulary and terminology from an early stage consistently attain the highest assessment scores. 

Within this process, teachers play a key role, seeking clarification when a contribution is not clear, paraphrasing a student’s contribution for the rest of the class, ‘shaping’ the language used by students and ‘scaffolding’ new concepts and language as and when necessary. Scaffolding (c.f. Bruner, 1986) is a powerful tool which, when used appropriately, can greatly enhance the learning process. Scaffolding involves ‘feeding in’ new language or ideas at a point where they are deemed to be needed. Allowing some degree of ‘struggle’ before scaffolding is important to the process and teachers need to resist the temptation to scaffold too early, interrupting a student contribution.

Learners play an active role in the learning process

In the type of learning environment being advocated here, learners play an active role. Indeed, their role is a more equal one than the one advocated under more ‘traditional’ approaches to teaching and learning. When learners are actively engaged and working on tasks, they must take responsibility for their work. This may involve group decision-making concerning the nature of a task, negotiating the approach to be adopted, considering the means of evaluating outcomes, presenting results to other groups. Throughout, learners must learn to work as members of a team, possibly involving other members from a related discipline, they must learn to take responsibility for their own actions and stand over decisions they have made. These key skills should reflect much of what happens in the workplace and result in a better preparation for the world of work. 

The notion of learner autonomy has been with us for some time (see, for example, Schmenk, 2005). Essentially, this concept rests on the idea that university teachers should be concerned to promote learner independence and to help learners achieve autonomy. Encouraging learners to reflect on their work, to evaluate their study habits, to write commentaries on their approach to, for example, an assignment, to enter into dialogue with peers and tutors are all designed to promote autonomy and to facilitate the kind of independent learning that is expected in HE institutions. 

Conclusions
The changes which have taken place in recent years and which continue to shape the educational landscape of the UK Higher Education sector pose many new challenges for students and lecturers alike. Nonetheless, perhaps because of rather than in spite of these challenges, it is evident that there are unique opportunities for the enhancement of teaching and learning in the higher education sector. The current emphasis on student-centred teaching, on promoting interaction, and developing criticality all contribute towards improving the student experience and towards maximising learning potential. It is anticipated that the present trend towards collaborative learning which emphasizes key skills (such as ICT, communication and numeracy) will hopefully address a concern expressed by employers for many years by ensuring that graduates are better-prepared for the workplace. 
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