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promoting adult learning



Critical success factors

Through the projects conducted by the Young Adults team and YALP it has been possible to derive a framework of ‘critical success factors’ for informal learning opportunities for young adults, including literacy, language and numeracy skills. The basis of this framework has been the experiences and achievements of those who provide them. This framework may be used by practitioners to plan and develop their practice, and then monitor and evaluate its impact.

The framework contains four main strands that we recognise as the key stages of effective work with young adults who have previously had a poor experience of education and do not regard themselves as learners – hooking them in, engaging them in a learning process, sustaining their involvement, and facilitating their development and achievement.

	Hooking learners in

	Consider the learning environment


	Young adults are far more confident exploring learning, and their futures, in spaces where they feel relaxed and in control. It is important to recognise the meaning of local, safe spaces to learners, where they can explore, enquire and express themselves. Schools and colleges can appear threatening or child-directed, but community centres can be just as threatening if they are in unfamiliar areas. Similarly, whilst one group of young adults may not consider attending provision in local libraries, for others, they may be one of the few uncontested sites available to them locally.

Similarly, young adults feel more confident in their surroundings when they have a sense of ownership of the environment. This may involve learners with the decoration or layout of the space, or knowing they have their own chill out area. This signals a departure from the more formal education system.

	Utilise new technologies
	Practitioners have had great success with using equipment, for instance laptops, palm pilots and digital cameras in outreach provision that offers young adults the chance to explore new technology as one incentive to joining in. This also shows respect and trust for young adults. Many will have experienced formal education where access to technology was withdrawn as a punishment or a mark of displeasure.

	Develop flexibility and open

access
	It is important to keep engagement in learning programmes flexible– for example, young adults may self refer and link to other agencies retrospectively, rather than a pre-set path. Similarly, eligibility and access to programmes should be made as open as possible to support young adults’ choices to engage in learning.

	Consider learning champions
	Young adults are more likely to believe and trust their friends than the promotion materials of providers. The deployment of young adults acting as ‘learning champions’ to create links and build trust within their communities has proved effective in recruiting new learners.

	Recognise young adults’ life

situation


	Many young adults fall out of formal education because its arrangements do not take sufficient account of the demands and responsibilities they face in their lives. For example, young parents are far more likely to respond to learning opportunities when childcare is attached; and young adults with caring responsibilities find it easier to attend shorter sessions, without early starts or late finishes. Young adults often experience financial difficulties, homelessness or relationship breakdown; these need to be taken account of when trying to recruit them to programmes.

	Explore multi-agency working
	Young adults on the margins are often involved with several agencies, each working with them in different areas of their lives. Forging strong links between agencies can lead to earlier and more reliable identification of need, and a stronger support network for the young adult. Efficient information sharing is also likely to avoid situations where young adults are repeatedly assessed or where assessment is not carried out at all.


	Engaging learners

	Acceptance
	Forming trusting relationships with young adults is essential in order to sustain their longer-term engagement. This means accepting the learners’ communication style and language that they see as central to their identity.

	Consider the use of initial

assessment


	Practitioners use initial assessment in highly individual ways. Informal approaches can often be more effective in painting a picture of the learner as a basis for diagnosis by the practitioner, and less threatening for learners than a ‘test’ or ‘assessment’.

	Design structured action plans

and learning programme


	Initial and diagnostic assessments can be used to create structured learning plans and programmes, negotiated with the learner. They also help to encourage learners to keep appointments and turn up on time for them, instilling good habits of reliability, punctuality and consistency early on.

	Develop confidence
	Initial engagement usually has one clear aim -developing young adults’ confidence in relationships with practitioners and other learners, and in the learning process itself. Using simple exercises or tasks to develop a sense of achievement early on or a ‘quick win’ is important. Conversely, avoiding activities or tasks that could shatter confidence or engender feelings of failure early on is vital.

	Make learning relevant and

‘useful’
	It is important to ensure and demonstrate that the session or programme is relevant to learners’ lives at that time. Learning which appears to young adults to be irrelevant is often felt to be ‘boring’, and results in swift loss of interest.

	Build on learners’ interests
	Most young adults tend to have different interests, some of which they are passionate about, for example sport or music. Basing learning activities and programmes on these interests is effective in creating interest and enthusiasm and in developing a sense of group identity.

	Offer ‘tangible’ and quick

rewards


	Young adults respond well to rewards and prizes, but it is important to know which kinds appeal to which learners. Some groups may respond to certificates, others to computer games. The key is to make rewards swift, attainable and tangible.

	Create a comfortable

environment


	It is crucial to create a friendly and supportive environment. Of central importance is the quality of relationships but other factors such as the availability of tea and coffee, being able to make snacks, or being able to smoke in designated areas. These are all seen as important indicators of care and nurture.

	Work with the right staff
	Young adults need to feel that they can relate to tutors or leaders, and for most young adult learners, this means ‘not being like teachers’. Practitioners working with young adults need to be approachable and friendly, aware of the types of issues they may be facing, and nonjudgmental in their advice and support.

	Listen to learners and create

the right relationships


	‘Knowing your learner(s)’ is paramount. Listening to young adults helps with breaking down pre-conceived ideas and barriers, on both sides.

Young adults need to be treated as individuals, and most importantly, as adults. Knowing your learner can help you take the emotional and psychological temperature and acknowledge it. It is also a core part of finding out what learners want and hope for from the learning programme.

	Explore groups
	Get groups of learners together beforehand to explore successful working – recognise the sensitivities of group and territorial issues as well as concerns about any prior associations.


	Sustaining learners’ involvement

	Develop good quality

relationships


	Developing good quality relationships based on respect is key to sustaining engagement with young adult learners. Some can fall back into the ‘child’ or ‘pupil’ role by default, so it is important to break the pattern of unhelpful and authoritarian child/adult relationships in which they may have been trapped. Mutual respect should be based on shared responsibility, and negotiation about boundaries and ground rules.

	Create high expectations and

reward achievement


	Whilst initial high expectations can be too threatening for some young adult learners, having faith in their ability and motivation, and communicating your expectations to them is an important element of developing greater confidence and autonomy. Many young adult learners are accustomed to ‘bad’ or disruptive behaviour being recognised or focussed on in learning programmes; rewarding and recognising positive behaviour with praise is central to building self esteem, confidence and motivation.

	Allow learners to develop at

own pace


	Young adult learners are likely to arrive at learning programmes with a wide range of abilities, aims and aspirations. Encouraging ownership of the learning programme, and allowing learners to lead the learning can again promote motivation and confidence in the learners’ abilities.

	Encourage ‘reverse’ teaching
	Young adults respond to practitioner interest in their experiences, pastimes and skills, particularly where they are encouraged to ‘teach’ practitioners. Situations where practitioners and learners can learn together are also effective at developing relationships, building trust and breaking down barriers.

	Facilitate team meetings
	Encourage ‘team meetings’ with learners, to negotiate boundaries of mutually acceptable behaviour, and explore and record feelings and issues. This also promotes confidence in working as a group.

	Keep the approach informal
	Young adults are not resistant to learning itself, but may strongly resist provision they find too much like school. They welcome more informal approaches to setting, curriculum, relationships, pedagogy and assessment. In practice, creating and sustaining an informal approach can often involve practitioners in high levels of planning and in creating ‘subtle frameworks and structures.


	Facilitating learners’ development and achievement

	Recognise the meaning of

accreditation and qualifications


	Recognise what accreditation or qualifications mean to the group – it may be their principal aim for attending the learning programme, or it may hold little or no meaning at all. This may depend on the perceived currency or value of the award to future employment or progression. If the learning programme is vocationally focussed, ensure learners see and understand how they can make the outcomes work in their favour.

	Gear programme towards

(intended) outcome


	Session should be planned to achieve the anticipated outcomes. For example, if progression into formal education is the intended outcome, strong links should be built with the local college from the outset. Learners are more likely to respond positively to expectations like this when they are specified from the start. Introducing accreditation, for example, at the end of an otherwise informal or relaxed learning programme can result in learners refusing to engage with it.

	Research the requirements of

accreditation


	In practice, working towards a particular award or accredited outcome may have a major influence over the learning programme. For example, portfolio based accreditation may entail a lengthy process of collecting evidence of learning and achievement, or working towards a written test may require more revision and formal practice tests. The requirements of accreditation may not always be compatible with the approach individual practitioners are trying to take.

	Tailor learning
	When contact with learners has been sustained, and relationships built, it is easier to tailor learning programmes and activities to individual needs. Young adult learners respond best to 1:1 approaches, where their aims and interests are prioritised and incorporated into their own learning. Practitioners have most success where they treat learners as individuals, and move away from whole group teaching styles and approaches. Seeking homogeneity in groups (for instance age, ability, interest or vocational area) also helps to promote a sense of individualised learning, whilst simultaneously developing positive group dynamics. Adopting individual and/or differentiated approaches also enables learners to work at their own levels and pace.

	Consider and assess learning

styles


	Learning style questionnaires can be very effective in developing learning programmes for young adults. It is important to recognise that the preferred learning style for many young adults is likely to be kinaesthetic.

	Project literacy, language and

numeracy positively


	If the practitioner dislikes or is negative about literacy, language and numeracy, young adult learners will be too. Treating literacy, language and particularly numeracy as something to be endured alongside the more attractive elements of the learning programme is a common but negative approach. Practitioners can sometimes wrongly assume that ‘confiding’ in learners that they too hated Maths at school or found English boring will develop greater trust or respect. However, selected disclosure can be very powerful; for example shared experiences of dyslexia or developing a love of poetry despite negative experiences at school.

	Embed but don’t disguise or

deceive


	It is clear that young adult learners respond more positively to literacy, language and numeracy when they are embedded in a subject of interest or of use to them, such as cooking, budgeting, health and beauty or graffiti art. This approach is most effective when the literacy, language and numeracy elements can be drawn out of sessions, highlighting to both the learner and the practitioner the development work and progress that has taken place. Whilst practitioners may feel that ‘teaching by stealth’ is less likely to threaten or disengage learners, it can often result in the learning being opportunistic and not always recognised by both the learners and the practitioner.

	Link to vocational interests
	It is likely that many young adult learners are involved in learning programmes to assist them in moving into employment, often related to gaining a ‘trade’ or access to a profession. Highlighting how what is being learned relates to vocational areas and other interests can help young adult learners see that the learning programme is real, relevant and ‘adult’.

	Recognise achievement
	Young adults’ achievements and progression in learning can often be rewarded and demonstrated by involving the learners in the planning and evaluation of their projects and programmes. This develops a sense of ownership, and applies learning to activities. Where appropriate, young adults may also respond to certificates that recognise attendance, team working, supporting others, or completing the programme. Certificates should not necessarily be perceived by practitioners as babyish or patronising. This may be the first certificate the learner has received, so it could well be a achievement they want to celebrate.


