Literacies for Learning in Further Education

USER ENGAGEMENT, COMMUNICATION AND IMPACT STRATEGY 

Users have shaped this proposal and will be actively engaged as partners in all stages of the research. F.E. based research partners, other F.E. professionals, and learner-researchers are central to our communication strategy, grounding it in their own practice and the relevance of the research to it. Their involvement will contribute both to capacity-building in their own institutions and to identifying ways of transforming the understandings reached in the research into outcomes which will be relevant to practitioners in other contexts.

User Involvement in All Stages of the Research
Involvement of User Groups in Developing the Proposal

The proposed research has evolved out of established and on-going consultations and working relationships with colleagues in the F.E. sector and a range of stakeholders concerned with the interaction between literacy practices and learning.  The work of the Centre for Research in Lifelong Learning (CRLL) is guided by an Advisory Group of public and voluntary organisations, which includes practitioners and policy makers. Widening participation and social inclusion have been identified as areas for further work. Literacy has emerged as an area which is central to these processes on which more research needs to be conducted, which has led to the partnership with the Lancaster Literacy Research Centre (LLRC). 

The SFEU (Scottish Further Education Unit) have been in close consultation with Stirling on the design of the project and has facilitated discussions with F.E. principals in Scotland.  In addition to directly supporting the initial pilot project undertaken by an F.E. practitioner that will inform the proposed investigation, SFEU has expressed strong interest in funding future small-scale projects related to the present study. In England, the Director of Research and Research Manager at LSDA (Learning and Skills Development Agency) have been consulted over the direction, significance and design of the research. From this, the applicants have developed a common framework through which to approach this area of research with partner organisations. College Principals and several members of staff have advised directly on the purposes and partnership arrangements they envisage for conducting this research in their institutions.

Existing Relations with Potential Users,  including Students

The research will benefit from a range of existing research and practice networks and activities. At Stirling, Breen and Edwards have a well-developed network through CRLL of existing relations with stakeholders including 'client' groups, FE providers, employers and workplace providers. At Lancaster, recent consultations conducted for the National Centre for Research and Development in Adult Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL have established a network of practitioners in a variety of post-compulsory settings in the North west of England allowing for fruitful cross-sector communication, including but not limited to Further Education. The Workplace Basic Skills Network is based at Lancaster, providing a ready-made network of client groups within which to embed the research. In addition, Barton and Ivanic are founder members of the Research and Practice in Adult Literacy Group which has since 1985 maintained communications between learners, tutors and researchers in Adult Literacy, and encouraged and supported practitioner-research in the field. The investigation we undertake will be highly pertinent to these parties, and we intend to work with them as immediate partners in the research, as members of the Steering Committee, and to advise us on building a strategy for impact for the research (see below). 

Involvement of Learners and Teachers in the Research Process

F.E. based research partners are central to our research design both in terms of the contribution they will make to the quality of findings and in terms of capacity-building for evidence-based practice. The research partnership with F.E. staff will engage them in literacy ethnographies, in experimental interventions in the FE sector, and further work with additional colleagues during the Intervention Phase, as described in detail in the proposal. We will expect all of them to be involved equally in all phases of our research, including dissemination activities.

The samples of students in the four F.E. research sites will also be crucial collaborators in the research. Both Phases 2 and 3 of the research directly engage them in the process.  Working closely with the research team in each site, they will collect, provide and interpret data on informal and formal literacy practices.  They will provide feedback on the analyses and our interpretations of data.  Student input to the exploration of their own practices and especially those emergent new literacies they are confronting in their daily lives will be central to the project.  They will also contribute to the evaluation the Intervention Phase particularly in terms of its direct benefits to their learning.  Because the intervention will focus upon those border literacies that they have helped to specify, their participation in, and assessment of, the process will have a direct impact upon the principles for future design of similar interventions across the sector. 

Steering Committee 

The project will be supported by a Steering Committee who will meet with members of the team at regular intervals throughout every Phase to review the direction, progress and outcomes of the investigation. It will  be made up of a full range of stakeholders including F.E. management, staff and student representatives, and representatives from LSDA and SFEU and local employers. 

Communication and Impact Strategy 
User involvement as outlined above will be the basis for our communication and impact strategies. 

Our overall communication purposes are: 

(a) 
To contribute to the wider pedagogic engagement of those border literacy practices that benefit learning outcomes in F.E. and the life course. 

and 

(b) 
To inform and enable cross-sector research partnerships and F.E. practitioner research beyond the project itself.  

At the end of the three main Phases of the research, the process and its outcomes will be disseminated within the research sites, across the F.E. sector in both countries, and within the TLRP Programme.  Staff research partners in each college and across all four colleges, collaborating students and the project Steering Committee will be participants in the communication strategy.  They will contribute to identifying ways of transforming the understandings reached in the project into outcomes which will be relevant to staff and students in their own and other similar contexts.  This process will inform research and curriculum innovation capacity across the sector. 

Our communication and impact strategy can be expressed diagrammatically in terms of ever-increasing circles, as in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Communication  and Impact Strategy


The figure indicates how within-college staff development activities provide the starting-point for achieving increasingly wider impact of the research. Each of the elements in Figure 1 is described in more detail below.

Within-College Staff Development 
As part of the process of developing the proposal, partner colleges have already committed themselves to building this research into their on-going quality enhancement and professional development activities. Senior staff will ensure that there are opportunities for the researchers to contribute to staff development programmes within colleges, to disseminate their experiences to colleagues, and to implement new developments that may result. Within-college communication and impact activities will accompany each phase of the research, with different findings, processes and issues being the focus of attention for each phase.

The approach to achieving impact within partner colleges involves the interaction with colleagues set out in Figure 2.

Figure 2:  A recontextualisation model for achieving impact 
a) Research partners share their situated processes and findings with immediate colleagues. 

b) They invite them to identify similarities and differences between the research sites and their own teaching situations.

c) They invite them to recontextualise the processes and findings of the research by planning and undertaking similar investigations and interventions in their own subject areas, with the assurance of support from college systems.

d) Colleagues enter into a dialogue over what works and what doesn’t work, and the effects of different contexts on this.

Face-to-Face Engagements Beyond the Partner Colleges

The within-college staff development activities and approaches will provide a basis for achieving impact on users beyond the partner institutions. To achieve impact beyond the partner colleges is more demanding, since there is no institutional commitment to the process. However, the work will be greatly facilitated by the mediation and support of local and national networks for the FE sector: CRLL and SFEU in Scotland; LLRC and LSDA in England.

Discussion fora

The CRLL has existing expertise in contributing to evidence-informed debates among practitioners and policy-makers through its Scottish Forums for Lifelong Learning. These events attract between 100 and 150 colleagues three times per year and focus on particular educational issues in post-compulsory education and training. Three such events at the end of the three major Phases of the research will be given over to the project for interaction on emerging outcomes. The LLRC runs a discussion group, and this project will be its focus at least once in each year of its operation.

User engagement workshops 

It is an essential part of our communication and impact strategy to meet with potential users of the research and invite them to consider the value of recontextualising the research into their own situations. We intend to offer at least two workshops for practitioners in different parts of the country in each of Years 2 and 3 of the project. The model for such workshops will be similar to that shown in Figure 2, except that at stage (c) support will be provided by the project website. In this way an increasing network of users will be able to provide feedback to us and to each other as to the ways in which different contextual factors affect the research processes, findings, and implications. As venues for these workshops, in Scotland the  SFEU will support project members’ participation in regular meetings of existing networks that are hosted by the SFEU focusing upon research by F.E. staff. In England, LSDA has similarly offered its collaboration and the use of its Learning and Skills Research Network for setting up regional workshops. This project will contribute directly to North West Regional Learning and Skills Development Agency activities concerned with engaging practitioners in evidence-based practice. 

Wider communication and engagement 

(see also ‘Notes towards a Project Publicity and Publication Strategy’ below)
In this category we include those forms of communication which will reach a larger range and number of users without direct face-to-face contact, but nevertheless be intended to engage users and achieve impact on the work of practitioners and learners. The Steering Committee will be pivotal in shaping and implementing on-going strategies for widespread communication of the research process and its findings particularly to the wider community, to employers and through the media.

Project Website

The project will develop a website to communicate with those involved in life course learning research, policy and practice. This will be hosted on the website of the Centre for Research in Lifelong Learning at Stirling with a link from Lancaster drawing upon our prior experience of providing resources and hosting interactive online discussion. This will be a particularly important element in our user engagement strategy in that it will be a means of supporting practitioners beyond the immediate research partnership (those who have attended workshops or conferences, or read articles about the research) who want to build upon and develop the research processes and/or the implications of the findings by applying them in their own contexts.

Conferences 

As part of its commitment to this project, the SFEU proposes to host a national briefing day in Autumn 2003, and other such dissemination events throughout the life of the project. Project members would also contribute to the Annual Conference of SFEU.  In England, LSDA has similarly offered its collaboration and its Learning and Skills Research Network conference for dissemination purposes.

Academic papers will be presented at selected national and international conferences in applied linguistics, literacy and educational research in order to discuss and refine the theoretical underpinnings of the research, disseminate its findings, and increase its impact on the research community. 

Publications 
Regular updates and short articles about the research will be submitted for inclusion in Learning and Skills Research and to the TLRP Newsletter Teaching and Learning, in order to keep colleagues informed about the progress of the research and to consult them on issues arising. Scholarly outputs on specific aspects of the research will be submitted to appropriate academic journals, and we envisage that the research will generate one or possibly more publications for different readers and users.      

TLRP Cross-Programme Meetings

In order to maximise cross-fertilization between TLRP projects, researchers for this project will meet with members of related project teams. These meetings will ensure that our work is complementary and contribute to the wider communication of processes, findings and issues arising for all concerned. We will initiate up two such meetings, and we will take advantage of any such opportunities offered by the programme. In addition we expect to contribute to the TLRP Annual Conferences in the 2004 – 2006. 

Mass Media 

Given the project's focus upon both vernacular and newly emergent literacy practices in the wider society, there will be significant media interest in the study because the industry directly calls upon, shapes, and seeks to exploit the literacy practices of people of all ages. On this basis, we aim to engage local and national media in appropriate ways in the key Phases of the research.

Outputs to Achieve Communication and Impact

At the end of the three main Phases of the research, the process and its outcomes will be disseminated within the research sites, across the F.E. sector in both countries, and within the TLRP Programme.  Staff research partners in each college and across all four colleges, the additional F.E. staff involved in the intervention programme, collaborating students and the project Steering Committee will be participants in the communication strategy.
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� 	We are particularly grateful to Andrew Morris, Research Manager at LSDA, and Carolyn Davidson, Research and Development Project Manager at SFEU, for advice which has informed the development of this strategy.
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