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A. INTRODUCTION
This summary report outlines key findings from existing research on adult learner persistence. 

The PPA literature review was designed not as a detailed academic critique, but as a support to the project’s research and development activities, with three main purposes in mind:

i. to generate conversations about “persistence” in the Skills for Life sector;
ii. to focus these conversations by disseminating the key messages to organisations and practitioners;
iii. to encourage practitioners and organisations to take conversations about persistence issues forward into their interactions with learners.

In practical terms, the early phases of the literature review created the conceptual framework that informed all aspects of the PPA project’s action-research, development work, and development outputs. In effect, this framework served as a working hypothesis, which was modified, expanded and refined over the life of the project. 
This framework has promoted a shared understanding of learner persistence throughout the PPA project. In Year 1, messages were disseminated through the practitioner events and learner forums; through Skills for Life conferences and publications; via NIACE through existing projects (e.g. Move on Up); and through the PPA project website.

The final PPA literature review presented here is the product of the last of four phases.

In Phase One (completed March 2007) an initial conceptual framework for was created and circulated. This framework drew mainly on research from the United States, where the term “learner persistence” has greatest currency, and from NCSALL’s Learner Persistence Study in particular. Insights from this, the largest and most systematic examination of the topic, informed the working definition of “persistence” that was then used in the PPA project.  
In Phase Two (completed May 2007) a broader range of literature was examined and incorporated into the conceptual framework. This included not only persistence-specific sources, but also research from the UK that addresses the component parts of persistence, for example, “motivation”, “barriers” and “progression”. This review strengthened the focus on formative assessment and research on the pedagogic approaches that motivate and support learner persistence.
In Phase Three (completed September 2007) revisions and modifications were made in line with feedback received from the PPA Advisory Group and PPA project team. Messages from additional sources were incorporated, including findings related to ICT and persistence. Some addition categories were added to the framework in anticipation of Phase Four.

The Phase Four review (completed October 2007) incorporates key findings and messages from the PPA project action-research and development activities. This review now includes methodology and summary sections as well as a glossary of terms and bibliography.
Completed Outputs:

· working definition of persistence prepared and circulated
· article published in Reflect drawing on existing research, including that on classroom strategies which may encourage persistence
· key messages fed into drafting of common research instruments; tools include an online questionnaire on NRDC website
· key messages fed into NIACE development day plans; literature review used as basis for activities at development days
· key messages fed into report template for all project research
· Phase One literature review placed on PPA website
· key messages used to generate additional web content, including subject-specific messages
· completion of Phase Two literature review
· key messages feed into practitioner workshops and learner forums: materials to support workshops produced in consultation with NIACE
· June version of literature review posted on project website
· key messages from the literature review will shape PPA project’s analytic framework
· key messages and findings contribute to structure and content of PPA Year One Research Summary
· completion of Phase Three Literature Review
· completion of Phase Four Literature Review
Acknowledgements: for their help, work and advice with this Review, many thanks go to colleagues at NRDC, NIACE, and QIA, and particularly to Alan Clarke, John Comings, Jay Derrick, Maria Kambouri, Tom Jupp, Janet Looney, Steve Reder, Valerie Rhodes, and Dashan Sachdev.
B. METHODOLOGY
Phase One of the PPA Literature Review drew on research from the United States, and principally from the research reports of the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL). This method was adopted because of NCSALL’s unique expertise in the field of adult learner persistence – in 1996 NCSALL began a multiphase study of the factors that support and inhibit persistence for LLN learners – and because of existing close collaborations between colleagues at NCSALL and NRDC.
NCSALL’s research is grounded in the dissonance between the goals expressed by adult learners (whether these relate to new skills or new qualifications) and the hours of instruction they receive in which they are meant to achieve these goals. In effect, supporting persistence serves the same purpose that compulsory attendance does for school children. Persistence then is linked to a broader definition of participation: not through increasingly the length of programmes of instruction, but through increasing time-on-task and engagement.
This methodology produced the framework which allowed us to establish the parameters of the PPA research. However, it was clear that there were limitations to the extent to which this US research could be adapted to, and was resonant with, the UK context. For example, the second phase of NCSALL study examined only literacy programmes in libraries. Significantly, many of these classes were taught by volunteer tutors, teaching both on a one-to-one basis and in small groups, on programmes whose funding is not dependent on learner retention. The vast majority of learners in the libraries falling under the NCSALL study are non-white, and generally from an older demographic profile than Skills for Life learners.

Therefore, in Phase Two the range of sources consulted was expanded to include those from the United Kingdom (and some other countries), with a concentration on sources from the 1990s, and, in particular, on sources published after the introduction of the Skills for Life strategy in 2001. Identification of sources began with those referencing the keywords “learner persistence”, but as the term has a limited currency outwith the UK, a wider trawl was initiated, to include sources exploring the component parts of “learner persistence” as identified in Phase One.
In some ways this trawl was non-systematic, as befits a study of a subject where the terrain and central concepts are not rigidly or well-defined. The terrain and concepts of persistence as they emerge from existing research are organised in this review into 28 sections covering the terminology of learner persistence; the scope of learner persistence, and supports to learner persistence.
The PPA Literature Review has developed and been refined through an iterative process, and further sources were identified through the PPA project team, QIA, and advisory group members: these were inputted in Phase Three of the review. The fourth and final phase of the review seeks to integrate key messages from PPA Year 1 Research Summary into the framework of existing research, so that points of similarity and difference can be more easily identified.

C. SUMMARY
	
	Review Findings
	PPA Findings
	Recommendations

	Terminology
	Learner persistence extends over a lifelong and life-wide learning journey and includes periods outside of formal education. 
	The term “learner persistence” is neither widely-known nor widely-understood by stakeholders in Skills for Life
	More work needs to be done to increase understanding, awareness, and acceptance of the term “persistence”.

	
	For adult learners, “persistence” is the supports that can be offered – students do not see persistence in terms of barriers
	Adults who are engaged in LLN learning for specific objectives may regard “persistence” in its wider sense as irrelevant to them.
	Work also needs to be done in exploring how to “sell” persistence – both the term and the concept – to learners.

	
	Participation is a measure of intensity and duration
	Funding and performance measures assume that achievements can be made within set periods of time
	Funding and targets should be set in line with what data is reveals on how long it takes Skills for Life learners to progress by one level.

	
	Progression can be vertical, lateral or diagonal; learners can progress between different types of learning, or to work.
	Learners need progression pathways to be realistic and achievable.
	Broader notions of achievement would allow for more funding for non-vertical progression routes.

	Scope
	There is no “one solution fits all” approach to learner persistence.
	Learner persistence would be supported increased sensitivity towards individuals and key groups within the Skills for Life cohort.
	Formalisation of the learner cohorts most penalised by the current system, and most benefiting from additional flexibility, would facilitate strategies for allowing the arrangements to be loosened or made more flexible.

	
	Barriers to persistence can be situational (day to day life); institutional (rules and procedures), and dispositional (attitudes to learning)
	Learner persistence and degree of managerial / practitioner autonomy in removing institutional barriers may be linked.  
	Additional research could identify barriers to persistence for those no longer engaged in formal learning.

	
	Adults who have been involved in previous efforts at basic skills education, self-study, or vocational skills training are more likely to persist.
	Not enough is known on what learners do for self-study outside of the classroom and how this may impact on PPA
	Additional research could identify home study practices.

	
	Adults who mention a specific goal are more likely to persist.
	Learners with only a generalised sense of what they want to achieve from learning may need time to build confidence and develop a sense of direction.
	Short goal-orientated module can “hook” adults on learning.

	
	Retention is linked positively to the quality of the student experience.
	An emphasis on retention deflects organisational attention away from the individual learner, and supporting that learner’s needs, in favour of a continuity and stability of provision that fulfils performance criteria.
	Development work should explore the organisational drivers that would refocus attention from retention to persistence.

	
	Learners do not perceive leaving a course as either failure or an end to learning
	Learner persistence is enabled where providers and practitioners recognise that non-completion can be the best course of action for a student at that particular time in their lives.
	Providers could develop strategies for supporting learners when they leave a course, and welcoming them when they come back

	Supports
	
	Independence in learning is about students recognising what are the best ways for them as individuals to learn, both in the classroom and outside
	Short courses over a period of months may encourage adults to see learning as a long-term process where learning is consolidated.

	
	‘Atmosphere’ in the formal classroom is a key factor in successful learning.
	Class atmosphere is crucial to persistence, especially the creation of adult learning environment. 
	Teacher CPD should draw attention to the importance of atmosphere within the classroom or “community of learning” for persistence.

	
	
	Teachers and good teaching are by far the most important factor in the enjoyment of learning, and therefore in motivation, and persistence in the classroom.
	

	
	Using ICT to support persistence is not just about innovation but also the more basic issue of access.
	There is currently an uneven distribution of resources across the various learning contexts, with community venues particularly under-resourced. The issue of access is of primary importance.
	Teachers need training and support, including adequate and appropriate technical support, to maximise the opportunities to support learner persistence through ICT.

	
	The organisational culture within which learning takes place is a key element in learners’ feelings about learning, for better or worse
	Persistence over the longer learning journey can be impeded by the fact that learners are either “enrolled” or “not enrolled” with learning providers.
	Education providers would benefit from looking at how enrolment procedures, and enrolment status, support or inhibit persistence.

	
	The more providers know about their learners, the more programmes can respond to the needs of learners
	Few organisational policies / interventions explicitly tackle the subject of “persistence” over a longer learning journey.
	Organisations should gather data on learner persistence, feeding analysis from these data into operational, support, and programmatic strategies, and whole organisation approach.

	
	Currently progression is more often offered within providers than across providers
	Adults, particularly those learning in connection with their employment, want to progress to learning opportunities that are relevant and appropriate.
	To enable horizontal and diagonal progressions for diverse learner cohorts, stepping stones provision and sideways progression need more exploration to ensure various progression routes are available.

	
	
	Education providers face considerable difficulties in engaging employers, partly because of a dissonance between the languages used by education and by business. 
	Organisations can support learner progression into employment where investment is made in strengthening links with local businesses, and where teachers are enabled, through 

	
	
	
	investment and training, to develop their expertise in teaching job-related skills, and in work-related language.

	
	Funding regimes often reinforce concepts of success which include full attendance on the prescribed programme of study, achieving the target qualification and progressing to suitable employment or further learning.
	As the current funding system follows qualifications and not learners, it is often at odds with the philosophy of lifelong and life-wide learning, and with the realities of what it takes for adults, especially those cohorts working at lower levels, to persist in learning.
	The system should recognise that persistence is an emblem of quality of provision, and the marker of an organisation that deserves continuing support.


TERMINOLOGY OF LEARNER PERSISTENCE

	1
Building a Definition of “Learner Persistence”

	Observations

· The term “learner persistence” is primarily used in literature from the United States and attempts to define “persistence” for learners in adult basic skills originate in the US. 
· The term “persistence" was first used in the US to describe enrolment patterns, and was later generalised as a quality of the students themselves. Unlike “retention”, a word that pivots on the time spent with a provider, “persistence” embraces a longer, a more complex, and more student-centred learning journey.

· Although the term “student persistence” has some currency in the UK, most research examines students in Higher Education and focuses on supply-side issues of retention and drop-out. 
· Definitions of persistence are predicated on scope, namely on the notion that persistence extends over a lifelong and life-wide learning journey and includes periods outside of formal education. 

· The most widely-used definition of persistence is that developed by NCSALL, that is, adults staying in programs for as long as they can, engaging in self-directed study or distance education when they must stop attending program services, and returning to program services as soon as the demands of their lives allow.


	The PPA working definition of “persistence”
Unlike retention, persistence follows the student not the institution. Building from this, the following working definition of persistence was used during the PPA project: 
· ‘Persistence’ is a learner-centred concept
· Persistence focuses on how, from the learner’s point of view, he or she is supported into learning and throughout her learning career. 
· Persistence enables adults to engage in learning that is deep enough to build on. 

· Persistent learners engage in learning that is intensive enough and long enough to ensure significant progress toward their learning goals. 

· Learner persistence is not the same as learner retention. Persistent learners participate in learning programmes for as long as they can, but engage in self-directed study, or distance learning when they have to stop attending formal provision. They return to provision when the demands of their lives allow. 

· Persistence represents a holistic view of learning: it takes account of progress toward goals, barriers overcome, learning pathways, achievements, and a wide range of learning activities that occur outside formal learning environments. 
· Providers of learning which support persistence will offer services which enable learners to continue learning or to return to learning. 

· Persistence is linked, in ways that can be complex, with the development of the learner’s identity and motivation.

· Persistence may be supported by factors such as course design, curriculum, environment and pedagogical approach, as well as by the ideas, feelings and goals of the learner. It may be affected positively or negatively by life-factors external to the learning situation.


	PPA Project Findings
· The term “learner persistence” is neither widely-known nor widely-understood by stakeholders in Skills for Life.

· Stakeholders experience a degree of resistance to the word “persistence,” particularly where it is with “policy” and top-down initiatives rather than with “practice” and work on the ground. Some stakeholders, particularly practitioners, argued in favour of alternative terminology, such as “stick-ability” and “perseverance”.
· When unpicking what is meant by “persistence”, teachers list factors which are in their sphere of influence: that is, aspects of the learning environment and pedagogy.

· Persistence may be a learner-centred concept, but development activities on the PPA project suggest that the word “persistence” is regarded by learners as elitist and exclusive. 



	Key PPA Message

· In order for the sector to respond to messages on learner persistence, and for persistence considerations to be integrated into organisational and practitioner approaches, more work needs to be done to increase understanding, awareness, and acceptance of the term “persistence”.



	Key Words and Phrases
	learner persistence; learner-centred; retention; self-directed study; learning journey; lifelong learning


	2
The Skills for Life Learner and Persistence

	Observations
· There is a scarcity of research from the UK dedicated specifically to Skills for Life learner persistence, although the issue is raised as part of broader studies. 

· Most adults have multiple, complex and highly personal reasons for participation and persistence. Skills for Life learners often attend classes to attain personal and social goals as well as gain functional and cognitive skills (cited in Kambouri & Francis, 1994) 
· For adult learners, persistence involves maintaining goals as the context changes, and developing tools that can go with the learner from one context to another and can help the learner to shift from one context to another.
· NCSALL research has found that for adult learners, “persistence” is the supports that can be offered – students do not see persistence in terms of barriers
· Gorard (2007) argues that most non-participants in basic skills training are not put off by ‘barriers’ but by their lack of interest in something that now seems alien and imposed. He argues that we need to revise any complacency that the existing set up for learning is appropriate for all, and that the reluctant learner need only be lured back ‘on track’.
· A 1997 BSA report found that students on non-LLN courses but with basic skills needs who received basic skills support were almost three times as likely to complete their course as those who did not.


	Messages
· The adult learner should be seen as a partner in a learning process.
· In this, it is important to identify the persistence and learning pathways of individual learners to build strategies of support.

· If we think of “the learner as the site”, persistence is concerned with adult learners increasing their understanding of themselves in learning terms. 
· A key Year 1 objective the PPA project was to get the Skills for Life sector talking about what learner persistence is and how it can be supported. The project presents a key opportunity to increase awareness and understanding in the sector. 

· It was anticipated that key differences in motivation, in attendance, and in supports needed, may emerge between learners aged 16-19 and older adult learners, for example, or between learners in the different subject specifications. 



	PPA Project Findings
· Adults who are engaged in LLN learning for specific objectives (for example, to gain a particular qualification needed for employment) may regard “persistence” in its wider sense as irrelevant to them. Does a persistent learner always have to be a learner with goals beyond the specific course on which they are currently enrolled?


	Key Words and Phrases
	Supports; barriers; learning pathways; “the learner as the site”


	3
Defining and Quantifying “Participation”

	Observations
· From a target and performance-indicator perspective, participation ends when a student leaves a course; from a learner perspective, participation may continue after leaving a course, through distance learning or self-study.

· According to the LSDA report, Attracting New Learners (2002), to think in terms of reducing the “barriers to participation” is to think supply-side; the report argues that what is needed is a systematic approach to creating new demand. 
· Wikelund et al. (1992) called for broadening the definition of participation to acknowledge that adults engage in education in many ways that are not limited to participation in formal classes (cited in Comings, 2007). This new definition is vital to programmes if they are to support persistence when students are not in formal arrangements.
· Once in learning programmes, participation is a measure of:

· hours of participation per month (intensity), and 
· months of engagement per year (duration) 
· NSCALL found that improved services did not increase months of engagement, but did increase hours of participation, through increase in computer use (Comings, 2005).

· US studies suggest that:

· 100 hours of instruction is the minimum required to progress by one General Education Development (GED) Test level
· On the basis of the US finding, NCSALL and NRDC estimate that this implies learners require on average at least 150 hours of time on task to progress one level within the SfL qualification framework

· This estimation (it is only that at present), and the application of the US finding to a UK context, requires further research – at all levels of the SFL framework.
· Barriers to participation can be (Hillage and Aston 2001):
· Attitudinal (lack of confidence, lack of motivation, negative attitudes to education and training, peer group culture, perceptions of irrelevance)

· Physical and Material (financial constraints, time constraints, lack of good, affordable childcare, lack of information, geographic isolation)
· Structural (lack of local learning opportunities, availability of work-related training, benefit disincentives)

· A 2000 BSA survey of people with basic skills needs, found that the majority (92%) were willing to spend at least one hour a week in programmes with over half prepared to devote 8 or more hours weekly (56%). Similarly, the length of programme that the majority would be willing to undertake similarly varies greatly. Approximately a quarter of those who would consider getting help would prefer a course of 10 weeks and a third would want the course to run for a year.
· A literature review of minority ethnic success rates in FE found that time taken to complete qualifications varies across ethnicities, with some BME groups taking between 6 and 24 months longer than white learners (Frumkin et al., 2007).
· This literature review also cites research which suggests that, when other factors are controlled, ethnic minorities show a greater commitment to participating and persisting in post-16 education than white heritage learners, despite potentially greater disadvantages (Frumkin et al., 2007).


	Messages
· On average learners are likely to need at least 150 hours of time on task in order to progress one level within the SfL qualification framework

· Meaningful learning requires a “threshold” of participation. 
· Participation and attendance are not necessarily the same thing; attendance does not always correlates positively with progress

· If achievement comes slowly, existing tests may not provide the sensitivity needed to measure gains. 

· Participation and engagement are factors within the learner’s control: a crucial aim for practitioners is to encourage and facilitate participation and engagement. 


	PPA Project Findings
· A funding system predicated on the assumption that learners progress by one level in an academic year, and all progress in the same way, undermines persistence for some learner cohorts.

· For some learners, a fixed time period for completion, inhibits persistence. Time constraints on achieving qualifications can lead to learners being “counselled out” of learning. 


	Key Words and Phrases
	Supply-side; demand-led; threshold of participation; participation; engagement


	4
Defining Progress and Progression

	Observations
· Early work from the ALBSU uses progression as a synonym for “positive leaving” from a course, either during it or on finishing it, in order to move on to further provision or training or upon finding or changing employment (Kambouri & Francis, 1994).

· In the same ALBSU study, participants who had reached their desired level of attainment or goal, and gained self-confidence, were included in the progression category.

· Progression is not always an upward and uninterrupted path, via one type of learning or learning provider: learners can progress vertically, but also laterally (between courses at the same level) and diagonally (to a lower level in a new subject, for example); learners can progress between different types of learning, or to work (LSDA 2002).
· McGivney (2003) identifies several interpretations of progression within the learning context: 

· intellectual progression 

· technical progression - the cumulative acquisition of skills

· personal progression - positive changes in attitudes, expectations, life or lifestyle

· social progression - improved communication and social interaction skills

· economic progression

· civic progression

· group/collective progression 

· structural progression - movement between levels and courses 

· Learning progression can include in the sense of development of skills to handle complex information, to work autonomously, and so on (Helsing, et al., 2004)

· Opportunities for support and progression in the community and the workplace may be limited: progression in the community may depend on a learner’s access to travel; employers may place restrictions on progression.
· In their research Hughes and Whalley found that the most popular definition (of five) of progression was that favoured by the Adult Learning Inspectorate: Progression is when learners move on as a result of learning into further learning or new roles in employment or into voluntary work. Progression includes broadening or moving sideways, as well as upwards to higher levels.
· Hughes and Whalley (2006) identify 12 barriers to progression: 1) practical barriers; 2) Learner Attitudes; 3) Lack of IAG; 4) Weak initial assessment; 5) Lack of knowledge of learner needs; 6) Lack of provision in the community; 7) Inconsistent support; 8) Need for appropriate bridging and support; 9) Unclear progression routes; 10) Partners’ different cultural, organisational and funding drivers; 11) Lack of workplace provision to support progression; 12) Narrow perspectives on progression

· The relationship between progress and achievement is not always obvious: progress may be large while the final achievement may appear small (Forster & Willemstyn, 2005, cited in Frumkin et al., 2007).

	Messages
· In the voluntary and community sector, learning is often a by-product of efforts to address particular problems and issues, rather than an end in itself. With inadvertent learning the aim is rarely progression to formal learning (LSRC 2004b). This research project argues that “progression” may not translate well for some marginalised and at risk groups the government is targeting with Skills for Life. 
· What progression is depends on a student’ perspective, life stage and the environment in which he or she is learning: students in further education colleges may be focused on clear educational goals than those in community learning.
· The metaphor of learning as a journey rather than a progression pathway may be more useful for adults: a journey has a purpose, but there may not be a specific destination and the route is not always direct.
· Success as understood in policy does not always coincide with what learners view as success.


	PPA Project Findings
· Unless they are well-supported, progression points can mark the points where learners drop-out of provision.
· Successful persistence and progression is linked not only to knowing what you want to achieve and having signposting for clear pathways to achieve this, but also to these being realistic and achievable pathways for learners to follow.

	Key Words and Phrases
	Progression; learning pathways; at risk; data gathering; marketing; self-confidence; soft outcomes


SCOPE OF LEARNER PERSISTENCE
	5
Pathways In Learning and Persistence

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study identified 5 learning pathways of program participants: 

· long-term pathway: that is, learners who are active in programs for an extended period, and who often participate in computer-assisted instruction or self-study as well as class

· mandatory pathway: that is, learners required to attend programs

· tryout pathway: that is, learners who participate short-term but face barriers that are at least temporarily insurmountable, or, students who do not have a clear goal to sustain their motivation

· intermittent pathway: that is, learners who join and leave a program several times. Breaks in participation are often caused by a personal crisis, and students return when the problem has passed

· short-term pathway: that is, learners who participate intensely but briefly to accomplish a specific goal

· NCSALL researchers suggest that the challenge for education providers is to value the outcomes that are reasonable for each pathway. For example, helping an adult on a tryout pathway to make decisions not to join services but with a plan to join in the future is, for that learner, the best possible outcome. Turning them away or having them join a class and fail is not a good outcome.

· LSRC research (2004) examines the potential role of “learning brokers” in communicating learning opportunities to groups and individuals at three different levels: informally (suggestion and comment); more formally (advice and guidance); strategic (working to change institutional structures). A key function of brokerage is to create a bridge between tentative early steps and accredited learning programmes.


	Messages
· There is no “one solution fits all” approach to learner persistence. 
· It is important that learners are enrolled on the most appropriate course. 

· We need to understand persistence by identifying when people make the change from one pathway to another.
With systemic change: 

· Ideally, providers would be responsive to the different needs of a variety of learners and make programmes flexible enough to adapt to the different pathways learners may take. 
· IAG services would recognise different learning pathways, from enrolment onwards

· All reasonable outcomes would be valued. 



	PPA Project Findings
· In line with NCSALL research, PPA findings argue that organisations should value the outcomes that are reasonable for different learners to make, and to support the achievement of those outcomes.

· Both the system and education providers could increase learner persistence through increased sensitivity towards individuals and key groups within the Skills for Life cohort. This includes broader definitions of achievement than those set by qualifications.


	Key Words and Phrases
	Learning pathways; specific goal; self-study; learning brokers; flexible learning; learning outcomes


	6
At-Risk Indicators

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study concludes that most demographic variables (including gender, ethnicity, employment status, and parental education) do not tell us much about whether learners will persist or not. Immigrants, those over the age of 30, and parents of teenage or grown children were more likely to persist. 
· Research from the UK (Martinez & Munday 1998) concludes that students who withdraw do not have markedly different demographic profiles to students who complete courses. 
· Policies that encourage non-traditional learners to participate in formal learning will increase the risk of higher withdrawal rates: in respect of these learners, participation is a benefit in itself, and an opportunity to encourage and develop learner capacities rather than a guarantee of retention and achievement in the short term (McGivney 1996).

· Martinez (2001) highlights the importance of correct placement to retention: poor, inadequate or inappropriate advice and guidance cause students to withdraw.


	Messages
· Learner persistence is a complex and multi-faceted concept. 
· Early identification of students who may be “at risk” of non-completion can improve learner persistence if appropriate strategies of support are used.

· The induction and orientation process (the first three weeks of a course in US-research) are critical to persistence (see Quigley, 1998) – persistence begins at (or shortly before) intake.


	PPA Project Findings
· The transition into the learning environment needs to be carefully managed, particularly for vulnerable or “at risk” learners. This management process requires time, resources and sensitivity: time to identify the supports learner needs; resources dedicated to this process, including time support for teachers who can use their own diagnostic rather than generic tests; sensitivity in asking for information and understanding the complexity of learner goals.
· Persistence is enabled by careful placement on courses that are appropriate and at the right level. Learners are more likely to stay on a course where the rationale for being on it is clear: where they know that their hard work had a clear outcome.


	Key Words and Phrases
	Participation; at-risk; non-completion; placement


	7
Barriers to Persistence

	Observations
· Kambouri & Francis (1994) found that the strongest factor in learners leaving courses without completing or continuing to other forms of provision was learners’ personal circumstances.

· In a BSA survey (2000), the majority of adults with difficulties feel that ‘being too busy / no time’ is the main barrier to improving their basic skills (51%). A high percentage of adults think that ‘lack of confidence’ (18%), ‘lack of money’ (13%) and ‘unable to get time off work’ (17%) are the main reasons for not improving their basic skills.
· Tomoana (2004) found that the reasons most frequently noted by potential literacy learners for non-engagement are work demands, lack of interest, financial barriers, distance to travel, childcare, poor school experiences, inconvenient class times.

· LSC research (2003) identified two key issues affecting learners in sparsely populated areas:

· range of provision of providers and courses available to them is narrow

· transport which is affordable: a key issue for learners with disabilities.
· Cross (1982) identifies 3 barriers to persistence: 
· situational (day to day life)
· institutional (rules and procedures)
· dispositional (attitudes to learning)
There may be limits to which of these barriers organisations and practitioners can influence.

· Wiseman (2004) classified these barriers as physical, structural and attitudinal barriers.

· Cost can be a major barrier to participation and to persistence: learners need clear information about additional costs and all financial support available (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004).

· According to Barton, Appleby et al. (2006), people experience a range of barriers on engaging on learning, including physical, mental, social and emotional constraints. Social circumstances often mean that many experience turbulence and unpredictable change in their lives. What is funded and what is not funded can have significant impact on possibilities for engaging in learning such as the provision of travel and childcare.
· According to Aitkin (2005) transport, access and childcare are major barriers to learners in rural England. 
· 26% (out of 103) of practitioners and policy makers felt lack of motivation was a barrier in their area. Reasons for lack of motivation included limited progression and employment opportunities in rural areas (Aitken 2005).
· Meader found that the barriers faced by numeracy learners differed to those faced by literacy learners in the NCSALL study – numeracy learners mainly faced psychological and academic barriers. 

· Participation patterns are complex: the Pathways in Adult Learning Survey (PALS) found that “persisters” often experienced more formal barriers than those who dropped out, suggesting that a relatively low percentage of people citing a specific barrier said they would be likely to participate in learning if that barrier were removed (Snape, Bell & Jones, 2004, cited in St.Clair) 

· In a study of adult returners to HE in the US, Hensley and Kinser (2001) found that students turned former obstacles into strengths: prior barriers can, in time, become motivators. For example, students who leave due to childcare responsibilities may return to education later when they want to become educational role models to their children. 

· Transport as a barrier involves not only distance to travel, but proximity to home. Alison Hramiak found the latter was a particular issue for ethnic minority women (cited in Gorard 2007). 

· As ethnic minority learners are concentrated in urban areas, the small pockets of ethnic minorities outside urban centres may face more isolation and difficulties in accessing education services (Frumkin et al., 2007). 

· Although most inhibitors and motivators seem to be the same for all adult groups, there are specific inhibitors related to being a foreigner (e.g. language barriers, unfamiliarity with education system) and a member of an ethnic minority (e.g. others’ lack of cultural knowledge, racism) (Frumkin et al., 2007). 

· Lack of time for education may be particularly relevant to minorities. Members of minority groups often work long hours in service industries and have little time to engage in learning. Minority learners may also face greater financial constraints: if this group tend to be in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs their salaries are not likely to be high (Frumkin et al., 2007). 

· Gorard (2007) reminds us that information on many of these barriers comes from participants: non-participants usually cite other reasons for not continuing with formal education (Selwyn et al. 2006).


	Messages
· Barriers to learning may differ across the subject specifications. 
· Dispositional barriers may be the barriers that most inhibit learner persistence
· Dispositional barriers may be the barriers least understood by practitioners (Quigley). 

· Gorard (2002) notes that a key selling point of ICT has been that it overcomes barriers of time and space (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004). 
· Practical barriers may be more easily overcome than barriers related to a lack of motivation
· Understanding the barriers different cohorts face, and how these barriers change over time, is a key component of the LSC’s learner involvement strategy.


	PPA Project Findings
· Lack of childcare is a barrier to persistence and is both complex (it depends on life stage) and gendered (women’s role as caregivers).
· ESOL learners may face particular financial barriers to persistence.
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Forces Helping and Hindering Persistence

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study concluded that: 
· 1 of 4 key supports to learner persistence is “awareness and management of the positive and negative forces that help and hinder persistence”. 
· Motivation is a complex combination of external and internal influences.
· Similarly, Nonesuch (2006) and Swan (2005, 2006) suggest that encouraging learners to express any resistance they have to aspects of their learning can be a critical stage in negotiating a way forward with the learner. As a result of this dialogue, learners become more rather than committed to learning.
· NCSALL’s Adult Development Study draws attention to the “cohort effect” – positive results where teachers build students into “communities of learning” by developing exercises in class where learners identify positive and negative forces.


	Messages
· Interventions meant to increase persistence must help adults strengthen the positive forces (such as motivation and goals) and lessen the negative forces (barriers) that help and hinder persistence.

Learners and practitioners need to:

· identify all the forces (possibly through force-field analysis)
· identify which of these forces are strong enough to have a significant effect

· identify which of these strong forces can actually be managed (for an example, see Kenwright, 2007)
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Persistence Indicator: Previous Learning

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study found that adults who have been involved in previous efforts at basic skills education, self-study, or vocational skills training were more likely to persist than those who had not. 
· The Longitudinal Study of Adult Learners findings underscore the idea of a learner engaging in episodes of participation and self-study, linked together and focused on the same goal. 

· Jenkins et al. (2002, cited in Wiseman, 2004) found that undertaking one episode of lifelong learning increased the probability of the individual undertaking more learning. Conversely, failing a qualification as an adult was associated with a lower probability of undertaking learning in the future. 

· McGivney (1999) sees motivation and educational progression not as generated by external stimuli, such as jobs, but as engendered by reflection on prior learning, especially learning that has taken place in non-educational environments and contexts.

· According to Snape (2004), people in the National Adult Learning Survey (NALS, 2001) who carried on learning over time were more likely than those who subsequently stopped learning to have done taught and self-directed learning as well as vocational and non-vocational learning. 
· A similar pattern appeared in relation to the Pathways in Adult Learning Survey (PALS, 2003), where long-term learners were more likely to be involved in a wider range of different types of learning than new learners. The data suggested that people who continue to learn over time engage in a wider breadth of activities than other learners. 
· In the PALS survey (Snape, 2004), nearly a third (32%) of people said that said their previous learning experiences had encouraged them to do some taught learning. Their previous learning experiences had motivated this new learning by providing: a base of skills and knowledge that they were keen to expand (29%); enjoyment and stimulation (24%); confidence in their own ability to learn (16%).
· Mace 1979 and Reder 1994 both argue for the importance of taking account of learners’ previous experiences of learning, and of their existing skills and practices in literacy and numeracy – these ‘street-practices’ may not be officially ‘respectable’ in terms of ‘school-learning’, but teachers must take account of them in order both to teach and differentiate more effectively, and also to valorise the learners’ practices as part of treating them as autonomous human beings: it is this aspect of the approach that may contribute most to persistence.



	Messages

· More needs to be understood about the culture of self-study
· More needs to be understood about what learners in the UK do on their own to improve their literacy, language and numeracy. 
· From this increased understanding, education providers need to offer a service that fits in with the ways that adults structure their learning.


	PPA Project Findings
· There was a perception among research participants that adequate systems (whether provider systems or systems within the wider community) were not in place to support self-study.

· Stronger links between Adult Education Services and local libraries would support learners engaging in self-directed study.

· Not enough known on what learners do for self-study outside of the classroom and how this may impact on PPA.
· Many young learners in the “at risk” cohort do not easily engage in self-directed learning. Some vulnerable young people, particularly those who have been in care, are not used to making their own decisions and taking responsibility for themselves.
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Persistence Indicator: Motivation by Specific Goal

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study finds that adults who mention a specific goal when asked why they enter a learning program are more likely to persist. 
· Kambouri & Francis (1994) found that most students said they came to basic skills courses to “better” themselves (36%) and to learn specific skills. Very few learners said they came to increase their self-confidence, although this was implicit in some of the specific answers given.

· A survey by the Basic Skills Agency (2000) found that the main reasons for wanting to improve basic skills are ‘to feel better about yourself / your skills’ (37%); ‘to be better at everyday tasks which involve basic skills’ (24%); promotion at work (13%); wanting to get a better job (17%).
· The most frequently cited reasons for participation in learning given by adult learners in Scotland were: interest in the subject (35%); enjoyment of learning (30%); because they thought it would help in their current job (29%). (Slowey, 2004).

· Ward and Edwards (2002) found that although learners’ motives for joining classes were diverse, they were most often related to the practicalities of improving job performance/prospects, supporting their children’s learning, moving on to study at a higher level and improving confidence rather than a simple desire to be more literate/numerate.

· Successful participation for all (LSC 2003) recognises the significance of ‘contexts of motivation’, such as being a parent or a tenant, where the drive to learn is not the learning experience itself but the need to effect some form of change. 
· Learning opportunities are more effective if they come at the “right time” for learning – a combination of life experiences, purpose and goals and the priority of learning (Barton, Appleby et al., 2006).


	Messages
· The term motivation should be treated with caution: can make non-participation in learning appear as a lack of moral fibre and determination (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004).
· The time spent in finding and identifying a learner’s motivation and goals in time is well spent – learners can then make informed choices about their education (Giese, 2000).
· This time can begin at orientation, by providing information that allows adult students to make informed decisions and establish realistic goals and assess their own circumstances (Wonacott, 2001)
· “Meaningful learning” is highly important: the learning activity must be seen to be directly supporting the objectives of the learners too (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004).
· Reasons for attending a course often change over time as circumstances change. 


	PPA Project Findings
· Motivation is not only a personal trait, but conditioned by how learners see themselves and their possibilities and how they are positioned in society. 
· Some cohorts of learners have only a generalised sense of what they want to achieve from learning. This type of learner may need time to build confidence and develop a sense of direction.
· An acknowledgement of the notion that there is “a right time” for learning would facilitate strategies for enabling back into learning adults for whom the best outcome in the past has been to leave the course.
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Learner Psychology and Learner Motivation

	Observations
· Peirce (1995) argues that neither instrumental motivation (learning a language for a specific reason and integrative motivation (learning a language to become part of a particular community) fully describes the ESOL learner: instead Peirce creates concept of "investment in the target language", which allows for behavioural complexity and ambivalence toward language learning.
· As people with shifting priorities and circumstances dip in and out of learning, so their goals were flexible and change as circumstances change, sometimes very unpredictably (Barton, Appleby et al., 2006).
· The Adult Learners Lives project (Barton, Appleby et al.) found that people’s learning is affected by their “imagined future” whereby they create and constrain what they see as possible. People’s plans change as they see different lives for themselves; as learners build up confidence and self-esteem they begin to consider options which they did not feel were open to them before.
· This project also found that learners often come to classes with specific motivations, but that over time, broader issues and motivations emerge and other motivations are identified (Ivanic, Appleby et al., 2005).
· Roberts, Baynham et al (2005) argue that a key motivational factor for learners can be the possibility of a ‘new professional identity’ offered by a vocational training programme acting as an entry point to a new ‘community of practice’. This new professional identity is often in contrast to their former experience as ‘school pupils’, and can enable them to overcome their antipathy to the process of trying to improve their literacy or numeracy skills, by helping them see them in context as an element of the new community of practice. 

· Negative experiences in previous education can demotivate learners: this is a reminder of the psychological dimension of persistence, the enormous and long term effects of both positive and negative learning experiences and what makes for positive and negative experiences of learning, as described and felt by learners (Jansen and Van der Veen 1996).
· James (1997) notes that some of the key barriers to learning may come from the culture of adult students themselves – a resistance to learning. Nonesuch (2006) argues that students who feel resistant to aspects of the learning experience need the opportunity and perhaps encouragement to express this resistance, if it is to be addressed constructively: one study found that the more conscious resistance is encouraged, the more likely it is that regular attendance will result.
· Gorard and Rees (2002, cited in Gorard 2007) argue that learner identity and opportunity structure are often formed by the end of compulsory education: family poverty, lack of role models, and a sense of ‘not for us’, coupled with poor experiences of initial schooling can act to create a kind of lifelong attitude to learning – a negative learner identity.
· Carol Dweck’s theory of motivation divides students into two types, based on the student’s own theory about their own ability. Differences between the two groups only show when the student is challenged or faces difficulties:
· Fixed IQ theorists, who believe that their ability is fixed, probably at birth, and there is very little if anything they can do to improve it.
· Untapped Potential theorists, who believe that ability and success are due to learning, and learning requires time and effort.  In the case of difficulty one must try harder, try another approach, or seek help etc.


	Messages
· Previous learning experiences have an effect on learner psychology and learner participation
· Reasons for attending a course often change over time as circumstances change
· Teaching is most meaningful when learning activities are chosen or adapted to learners’ individual goals, personal interests or immediate lives. 

· Learning creates new identities for learners that shape their changing motivations and goals


	PPA Project Findings
· Skills for Life learners are a diverse cohort, whose experiences shape how they persist inside and outside of the learning environment. As a response, delivery, opportunities, pedagogies, goals, achievements need to be as diverse as the learner body. 

· When supporting learners to construct visions of their future and to identify the steps on that pathway, providers and practitioners should approach this with a clear sense of what is achievable given the supports available and the likely barriers. Learners are enabled to persist where it is recognised that a quality learning journey is one that is realistic.
· Learners who feel marginalised by the learning environment, specifically by a traditional college environment, may not persist.

· Identity is built through the application of classroom learning outside the classroom. This is particularly visible in learning on the job, and in family learning.

· Although lack of motivation was rarely an issue for most of courses observed on the PPA project, issues such as poor work-placements, unclear progression routes and poor IAG have an effect on learner motivation.
· Many learners are motivated to enter learning for social reasons such as gaining confidence. This suggests that for learners, motivation and persistence are linked as much to a sense of personal, social achievement as achievement in qualifications and skills.
· ESOL learners are different to some other SFL cohorts because the students do not have to be coaxed into learning and encouraged to stay in classes. Many ESOL students are suffering a dramatic loss of cultural capital and have to work far below their educational / professional levels. This distinguishes this cohort from adult basic skills learners who are trying to build up their cultural capital.
· For numeracy learners, school experiences are particularly poor, and learners are more persistent where their post-16 education does not resemble the school experience.
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Retention

	Observations
· What is retention? The institutional strategies designed to keep a learner enrolled long enough to show learning gains (CDLP 2005)
· In the 1990s, a prevailing view existed that drop-out was largely due to factors external to colleges. Paul Martinez’s summary report on retention for LSDA (2001) highlighted new thinking. This argued that students seldom have one reason for dropping-out: reasons fall into three broad categories – college-, work-, and personal / family-related. Students who withdraw and students who complete their course are most strongly differentiated by their evaluations of and attitudes to college issues and their satisfaction levels with aspects of the college experience.
· Based on a literature review of research on motivation and retention Barton et al. (2004) found that non-completion of courses was not simply linked to external factors but actually linked to student experience of college. The quality of students learning experience was the most significant fact in completion rates. 
· No single approach to retention and achievement will serve all learners – approaches need properly to be informed by, and tailored to, particular circumstance. In all cases, however, teaching and learner support staff are fundamental to retention and achievement: they are the principal agents of success (Critical Thinking, 2005). 
· Retention starts with recruitment: adult students need full information about the relevant details of education programs—purpose, goals, activities, responsibilities, schedule, logistics, and so on, and need to know if the outcome they are studying for has currency (Wonacott, 2001).
· Funding criteria and performance measurement issues concentrate minds on retention rather than the quality of the student experience in relation to their development and progression through the lifecourse. We should be concerned about non-completion, but for the right reasons not the wrong ones (McGivney 1996). 

· There is evidence that providers tend to enrol and “hang on” to students who may not be appropriate for the course (McGivney 1996). A report for the Scottish FE Funding Council noted that education providers need to be prepared to be accepting of students’ views and to recognise that in the students’ interests, there are occasions when they would best let go (Critical Thinking, 2005).
· Where new students come into classes and fill empty seats, teachers may have difficulty forming an overall picture of attendance patterns and distinguishing between non-attendance, drop-out and progression (Kambouri & Francis, 1994) 

· Kambouri & Francis (1994) found that those who left basic skills provision experienced poorer weekly attendance than “persisters”, and that attendance was therefore crucial when learners decide whether to stay in a class or not. 
· Sustained attendance in a learning programme appears to depend upon the appropriate level of support available, in accordance with learners’ needs – particularly during the early stages after enrolment – and the efforts made by the providers to link the learning programme to the outcomes desired by learners (Taylor et al, 2005).
· Early leavers in the National Learner Satisfaction Survey (NLSS) cohort (not representative) claimed they dropped out of their course for the following reasons: wrong course (15%); health reasons (13%); tutor/assessor problems/ problems with quality of teaching (12%); got a job (10%) (Frumkin et al., 2007).
· A literature review of minority ethnic success rates in FE found that for 16-18 year olds early leavers were more likely than completers to be minority ethnic learners (Frumkin et al., 2007).
· Incentives may encourage attendance: these need not necessarily be financial, for example, vouchers for enhancement activities (Frumkin et al., 2007).


	Messages
· “Retention” and “persistence” are not synonymous. Nevertheless, in practice, organisations, partly because of systemic drivers and performance measures, concentrate on retention. 
· An emphasis on retention deflects organisational attention away from the individual learner, and supporting that learner’s needs, in favour of a continuity and stability of provision that fulfils performance criteria.
· The issue of retention illustrates the fact that the perceptions of providers and learners do not always coincide. 
· The importance of teachers to retention and persistence highlights the importance of staff development and training.  


	PPA Project Findings
· There is much evidence of a degree of unofficial flexibility on the part of managers and teachers within the official system. This ranges from flexibility over missed classes (despite the college’s “three strikes and you’re out” rule) to enabling learners to swap between classes, or chose the days on which they attend on. 
· In attendance life-stage is significant in terms of the systems necessary to support persistence, and different constituencies require different interventions.
· In ESOL, demand outstrips supply, and courses have long waiting lists. This creates a situation in which the desire to support enrolled learners to persist is offset by the knowledge that keen students are waiting to take their place.
· An emphasis on punctuality and attendance is often at odds with realities of adult learners’ lives. There is a positive relationship between regular attendance and holding classes at times, in places and in ways that fit with the patterns of adult lives.
· There is a general perception in organisations that adults in learning on a compulsory basis are less motivated to attend. Groups of learners who do not want to learn are particularly difficult for teachers to support.
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Breaks from Study: “Stopping Out” or “Dropping Out”?

	Observations
· Belzer (1998) observes that learners leaving courses do not consider that they have ‘dropped out’ – learners do not perceive leaving the course as either failure or an end to learning. 
· Martinez & Munday’s (1998) research showed that students had complex reasons for withdrawing, and that, from the student’s point of view, this decision can be seen as rational and positive. 
· As a label “drop out” is limited. McGivney (1996) writes, ’What surprised me was that so many so-called drop-outs are actually back in. People aren’t leaving education. They’re shifting around.’ 

· Kambouri & Francis (1994) found in their research that in almost half of cases, tutors in their sample did not know why a student had left the class; yet 88% of tutors said that they could tell if a learner was likely to leave the class. 

· Not taking part in formal learning can represent a very rational approach, where the individual has weighed up the costs and likely benefits and judged the outcome unfavourable (Taylor & Cameron 2002). Beder (1991) suggested that adults’ decisions to participate are often based on cost-benefit analysis.
· The California Distance Learning Project research (2005) indicated that distance learning and blended learning can be effective; there is no need to “stop out” from learning if the reasons for the break in learning are not catastrophic in nature.  Learning can continue through asynchronous distance lessons that place the learner in charge of the pace and place of instruction.  
· The Adult Learners Lives project found that vulnerable young people who leave a course pre-completion do not consider this failure: in the context of their lives even a short attendance at college is a significant step, and when they leave they can participate in informal learning. 


	Messages
· Learners leaving a course may view this as temporary
· Due to changes in life situations, leaving a course may be the right decision for individuals and the system should be able to accommodate this
· As adult learners often combine learning with earning and family commitments, breaks en route to a qualification may be necessary
· Practitioners and organisations should ensure that learners have materials to work on in any breaks from study
· Practitioner and organisations should ensure that learners have the self-directed learning skills to learn effectively away from educational programmes
· Re-engagement should be built into a student’s learning plan, including supports for learning during non-participation, and supports transition into other programmes (Comings, 2005).
With systemic change (see key message 28):
· Provision could have flexibility: adults are often attracted by learning in “chunks” that can be accumulated over time (LSDA, 2002). 

· Informal learning should be linked with mainstream provision: the lack of clear paths from informal to formal learner and from non-accredited to accredited learning can inhibit progression (Taylor & Cameron 2002). 
· Stops and starts can be seen as building blocks to learning


	PPA Project Findings
· Non-completion is not necessarily negative. Learners can leave because of achievement by having improved their skills sufficiently to get a job, for example. Building from this, learner persistence is enabled where providers and practitioners recognise that non-completion can be the best course of action for a student at that particular time in their lives.
· The challenge for providers is one of supporting learners when they leave a course, and welcoming them when they come back. Currently the system can penalise or close doors to learners who have to leave a course, but who want to return to learning at a later date.
· For literacy and numeracy learners with complicated lives, learning is, by necessity, low down on the list of priorities, and the first thing to go when life gets more complicated.
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“Time On Task”

	Observations
· Comings, Parrella & Soricone (2000) argue that:

· “using only attendance in class or in tutoring sessions as a measure of persistence undervalues effective learning activities”
· “time on task” should be measured and credited.
· CDLP research (2005) found that ESL students taking a combination of regular ESL classroom and distance learning classes (“blended” students) showed a significantly higher rate of persistence than students taking only ESL classes: blended students had an opportunity for continued study when family, work or other circumstances prevented them from attending regular classroom programs.   



	Messages
· Definitions of learner persistence must include self-study as well as learning through instruction. 
· There is a need for professional innovation in this area

· Practitioners and organisations need more opportunities to develop and adapt provision for their learners (see Delorenzi & Robinson, IPPR 2005).
· Course design should assume that learning progress takes place over timescales longer than that of courses. Pedagogy should enable and support self-study both during and after formal attendance at courses
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Supporting Persistence: Sponsors

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study stressed the importance of “sponsors” – people in the learners’ social network who provide support to persistence.

· NCSALL identify 3 types of “sponsors”:

· personal (family and friends)

· official (professionals such as social workers)
· Intermediate (such as volunteer tutors).
· Young adults are more likely to engage positively with learning programmes and remain engaged when friends, family, boyfriends or girlfriends are involved (McNeil, 2005).
· Ward and Edwards (2002) found that relatives and friends ‘galvanised’ a number of people. Sometimes they offered positive encouragement and support to get them to the point of travelling to their first session.


	Messages
· A systematic intervention from practitioners or organisations that identifies and / or involves learner “sponsors” could help learners to persist (Comings & Cuban 2002) 
· Employers who offer encouragement and practical support can play an important role in getting people to take the first steps (back) to learning.
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Supporting Persistence: Self-Efficacy

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study concludes that 1 of 4 key supports to Persistence is learner “self-efficacy”, that is, the feeling of being able to accomplish a task. 
· Ward and Edwards (2002) found that active engagement by learners in planning content and recognising achievement was reported to have brought most learner satisfaction and an enhanced sense of achievement. There was a correlation between learners who did not negotiate the content of their learning and low levels of satisfaction with progress.
· People needed to feel that it was the 'right’ time for them to engage in learning and change in their lives, and this was something they had to identify for themselves (Barton et al., 2006). An individual’s perception of his/her self-efficacy factors into deciding to enter a postsecondary institution (Lumina, nd).
· People develop social identities as learners in the same way as they develop identities in other areas of their life, and these identities shape their actions and decisions. Once the individual has developed the learner identity they are more likely to maintain their learning (St. Clair, 2006).

· Motivation, identity and citizenship are routinely linked in research on the beneficial effects of formative assessment activities in adult education. For example, Hostler (1986) asserts that we conceive adults as autonomous and self-directing, with a consequent right to participate in decisions which affect them: learning which recognises this also builds students’ own confidence to participate, thus developing autonomy in a virtuous circle.  
· NCSALL research concludes that supporting learner self-efficacy involves practitioners gaining a meta-cognitive knowledge of their students. This is backed by Cuban (2001), who argues further that learning about the areas of learners’ lives that cause problems for them in learning and attending helps teachers to judge progress according to learners’ small accomplishments. 

· Similarly, research from the UK suggests that the more teachers know about the personal circumstances and styles of each individual learner, the more that can adjust the content and the management of their teaching to give learners the maximum opportunities for learning (Ivanic, Appleby et al., 2005)

· Gaining the confidence to progress in learning or employment can take years but can have positive effects not just on the learner but on their families through a new “ethos of learning” (Hughes & Whalley, 2006).


	Messages
· Recognising achievement of soft outcomes such as increased self-confidence can increase learner persistence (See PLRI-2 Broadway.) 

· Regular recognition of progress and achievement support self-efficacy. According to Bandura (cited in Comings, 2007) there are four ways to help learners build self-efficacy:
· Introducing new learners to successful learners

· Using a challenging, but not overwhelming, curriculum

· Helping students address anxieties

· Providing students with encouragement

· Confidence is important as a pre-condition and a by-product of learning.
· Findings are in keeping with increasing policy emphasis on learner involvement, through initiatives such as the National Learner Panel and the Learner Involvement Strategy. 


	PPA Project Findings
· A broader understanding of achievement would involve less prescription and could incorporate “learning to learn” or soft outcomes such as confidence building.
· Tutors need to be sensitive to the diverse learning styles, personalities, social and financial circumstances and differing access to resources of their learners in order to build up self-belief and confidence.
· An emphasis on progression within one year means that course designs do not always have time to incorporate a confidence-building phase.
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Supporting Persistence: Goal-Setting and Progress

	Observations
· NCSALL Persistence Study: 2 of the 4 key supports to learner persistence are:

· Establishing of a goal by the student
· Progress toward reaching a goal. 
· Meader’s research on numeracy learners demonstrated the positive impact of continuous goal-setting. 

· Kambouri & Francis’s 1994 research found that 16% of students who left courses were dissatisfied with their progress; tutors estimated that only 0.3% would be. 

· Many studies show that learners often describe learning gains in terms of what they can now do in their lives, rather than the technical skills they have acquired. Learners relate progress to their ability to perform in real life contexts (for example, Ward & Edwards 2002).
· According to Aitkin (2005), a third of learners in rural England set themselves goals and wanted to carry on their course and continue to learn. This was particularly than case for numeracy learners: 44% were aiming to gain a qualification; 41% wanted to improve their job prospects (compared to 22%, 26% respectively of literacy learners.)



	Messages
· Goal-setting is the first-step of the vital intake and orientation process.

· Practitioners should help students both to identify goals and to identify the steps to reaching that goal. 

· Learners should be enabled to measure their progress towards achieving their learning aims

· This may involve measures, tools and methods that are supplementary to the formal measures of the course or organisation. 

· Building learner confidence by enabling them to see their achievements is a way to keeping learners motivated.
· Programmes should be willing to adapt to learners’ changing goals.


	PPA Project Findings
· Learner persistence would be supported by a broader understanding of achievement. Although the current system suits some cohorts of learners, particularly those with specific goals related to employment, it is less well-suited to those who are vulnerable, to older adult returners, and to those who are lacking in confidence. 
· To enable persistence, qualifications must have validity and currency, both in terms of external recognition, and in terms of how they align with a learner’s life and personal goals. 
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Supporting Persistence: Independent Learners

	Observations
· NALL’s 1998 survey of informal learning practices found that Canadian adults reported spending an average of 15 hours per week on informal learning activities; those in the active labour force reported spending six hours per week in employment-related informal learning. 

· Research demonstrates that collaborative learning carries an implicit message about learner autonomy: that learning activities don’t need to be centred on what a teacher has to say: that learning can be achieved through activities with peers alone. The experience of self- evaluation, either individually or collaboratively, also carries this message, as well as developing confidence, fluency, and self-reflection, all associated with motivation to learn more ( see for example Barton et al 2004, 2005, 2006, Ivanic et al 2005, 2006; Roberts et al 2004, 2005; Morton et al 2006, Absolum 2006; Alexander 2004; Baxter et al 2006; Marr 2000; Mellar et al 2007).

· Boud (2000) argues that the key function of all education should be to build learner capacity for the future: in this respect, all assessment activities should do ‘double duty’ by supporting the present learning programme as well as increasing learners’ understanding of assessment processes and their abilities to engage in future self-assessment.  
· Klenowski’s (1995, 1996) research was based on the assumptions that students’ motivation is strengthened the more responsibility they are given for monitoring their own progress and devising their own strategies for improvement, that students learn by being active rather than passive, and that students are capable of being perceptive about each other’s work 
· The North East Learning Journeys project (2005) recommended that adult literacy and numeracy programmes be extended to include the progressive development of learner confidence, the skills of critical enquiry, strategies for learning to learn and the integration of learning aims with personal, social and psychological realities and ‘organising circumstances’ (Hamilton 1998) of everyday life.


	Messages
· Practitioners should consider how to promote autonomy and self-direction in the classroom.
· But as learners’ confidence, motivation and self-esteem are all interrelated; this highlights the complexity of the task of the teacher, particularly when their learners have not had positive previous experiences of education.  
· Education providers should try encouraging and introducing independent learning in curricular strategies, to include more emphasis on distance and alternative forms of instruction (CDLP 2005).


	PPA Project Findings
· The notion of “independence” in learning should not be conflated with “learning on your own”. Instead an “independent” or “expert” learner is engaged in a long process in which a transition is made from novice to something approaching expertise. 
· Independence in learning is about students recognising what are the best ways for them as individuals to learn, both in the classroom and outside. For certain cohorts of learners, routine, fixed-timetables and structure support persistence. (Learner age is especially relevant here.)
· The residential model can encourage the development of the “expert” learner – short courses over a period of months encourage adults to see learning as a long-term process where learning is consolidated.
· Online learning often relies on the learner initiating communication and having the confidence and ability to recognise and raise their difficulties. Where the learner lacks these “expert” skills, persistence can be inhibited.
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Supporting Persistence: Pedagogy and Learning Atmosphere

	Observations
· Pedagogy makes a difference to motivation and learning, for better or worse, and this in turn affects persistence in the short and longer term
· Quigley (1997) views persistence as significantly affected by the negative schooling experiences adults had when they were younger and suggests the need to change programs so that they are different from schools (cited in Comings 2007).
· In ESOL, the most effective teaching strategies are those that use balance and variety, that is, the lessons that balance fluency and accuracy with a variety of activities and materials that keep learners engaged (Baynham & Roberts, 2007).
· Many commentators discuss the importance of the ‘atmosphere’ in the formal classroom as a key factor in successful learning. This means a relaxed interpersonal climate in which learners are comfortable to interact, listen to others, even to disagree with or challenge others, including the teacher.
· Kambouri & Francis’s 1994 study found that improving class atmosphere and the group dynamic was viewed as an important way of motivating learners, second only to one-to-one support.



	Messages
· Teacher training and CPD programmes should take account of the fact that teachers play a key role in motivation learners and increasing learner persistence.
· Establishing a relaxed atmosphere within the classroom or “community of learning” can be a key factor in encouraging learner persistence. Progress is supported by a cohesive learning environment.



	PPA Project Findings
· Engagement, motivation and persistence are supported by course design in which learning is closely linked wherever possible to everyday life, or where language, literacy and numeracy skills are well-embedded.
· Class atmosphere is crucial to persistence, especially the creation of adult learning environment. 
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Supporting Persistence Through Formative Assessment

	Observations

· Dialogue is a means of addressing anxiety or lack of motivation to learn (McGivney 1996). Persistence is more likely to occur when the dialogue (with the teacher, peers, or self) about learning is felt by the learner not to have finished – it either continues over time, or is understood to be able to be resumed at some point in the future (Ivanic and Tseng 2005)

· Data on learning journeys support a wider body of research findings, which suggest that learners gain a great deal from being given the opportunity to take stock of and share their learning experiences in supportive dialogue (North East Learning Journeys, 2005).

· The majority of teachers participating in Kambouri & Francis’s 1994 research motivated their learners to attend classes by tackling the task on an individual basis, for example, by helping students to see improvements and regularly reviewing progress.

· A number of formative assessment commentators explicitly link peer-to-peer feedback, as part of collaborative peer-assessment activities, to improved attainment and motivation for learning (see for example the Black Box publications, Absolum 2006, Boud 2002).

· A number of formative assessment commentators explicitly link peer to peer feedback, as part of collaborative peer-assessment activities, to improved attainment and motivation for learning (see for example the Black Box publications, Absolum 2006, Boud 2002).

· OECD case studies stress the importance to progress of scaffolding, so that learners have challenges at the right level of difficulty, and tailoring of learning to the individual learner’s needs (which implies the need for a broad repertoire of teaching methods and substantive expertise).

· Persistence is supported where formative assessment includes deliberate strategies to identify learner motivations and goals, and track progress. [See Grief (2003) and Greenwood and Wilson (2004) on systems designed to help adult learners define their learning goals and track progress toward them.


	Messages

· Persistence is supported by effective diagnosis of learning needs and learning gaps.

· Formative assessment stresses the importance of learner involvement; in defining goals, tracking progress, and self-assessment.

· Appropriate, timely and constructive feedback is vital.



	PPA Project Findings

· Persistence is supported where learners are supported to recognise smaller steps in progress and achievement. As learners do not always recognise that they are progressing, achievements need to be regularly reinforced by teachers. Broad formative assessment methods most obviously support this, but also tests, including on-line tests.
· Formative assessment is a key part of the dialogue between teacher and learner that addresses learner motivation and anxiety. Within this, effective support for persistence appears to be related to formative assessment that is timely, assessment that recognises small steps in achievement, and assessment that is constructive.
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Supporting Persistence Through Effective Teaching

	Observations

From series of NRDC studies of Effective Teaching and Learning 

Numeracy: Understanding Motivation

· Most learners reported ‘getting a qualification’ as the main reason for doing a numeracy course, with ‘getting a better job’ as second most popular response.  

· When reasons were broken down by age, more than twice the number of adults over 20 (against the 16-19 cohort) said that they wanted to study numeracy to prove something to themselves; to become more confident; to help with their lives outside the classroom 

· 16-19 year olds tended to say that they were studying numeracy because their employers told them to or because numeracy was a subsidiary of another course or they were paid to attend through Education Maintenance Allowances (EMAs).

Literacy: Understanding Progression

· Working alone is bad for progress while pair and group work encourages progress 

· Learners who spent time in self-study between classes made better progress

· In reading, better progress is associated with teachers being qualified; teachers having classroom support, and regular attendance by learners

· Learners have their own sense of how they are improving and their own ways of marking these achievements

· The social rather than the educational benefits of learning are the motivations / goals for some learners

ESOL: Understanding Barriers

· Classes in community centres faced particular difficulties, as there was often a lack of opportunities for learner progression, and the offsite location could enforce the marginalization felt by learners

· Childcare is a prime concern, especially for mothers who find it impossible to come to classes when their children are young – as a result learning happens in a piecemeal way over a longer period of time

· Learners need to have access to literacy support as well as to ESOL – without this they are prevented from progressing

· Longer-term residents make less progress in ESOL than new arrivals, and need their to have their learning supported in different ways

· ESOL learners are often in vulnerable situations which can cause fluctuating attendance, and late arrivals, interruptions and intrusions in class when urgent problems arise – the class has to be able to accommodate these conflicting demands

	Messages

· Group learning is crucial for the persistence and progress of ESOL learners. Colleges should encourage learners to join other classes and make links with other students. 
· As ESOL learners have diverse backgrounds, education providers should offer flexible pathways appropriate to different kinds of learners, including fast-tracking (but not shorter learning pathways). 

· Stronger links need to be made between what happens in the classroom and life outside the classroom – this increases learner confidence

· Provision, the curricula and teacher training should focus on enabling learners to spend more time on learning tasks including self-study and distance learning; ICT; intense provision.



	PPA Project Findings

· Teachers and good teaching are by far the most important factor in the enjoyment of learning, and therefore in motivation, and persistence in the classroom.
· By and large, Skills for Life learners want structured and supported learning with a teacher: they do not want “lonely learning”.

· The use of relevant and authentic materials in the classroom is vital.
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Supporting Persistence Through ICT

	Observations

· A 2000 BSA survey of people with basic skills found that there was a great enthusiasm for learning with ICT and computers suggested that providers of basic skills programmes should make more learning material available on computers or electronically.

· In a series of studies Mellar and Kambouri (2001, 2006, 2007) found that learning through ICT has been a positive experience for most learners who value the opportunity to change the way the learn, through new technologies, for instance tablets, which allowed them to take learning out of the classroom, share the work with others and also learning at their own pace.

· Learners value a more informal structure of learning through technologies, and report the course had had some impact on their lives: increased confidence or knowledge, encouraged them to learn on their own at home, influenced their work and improved social interactions (Mellar et al. 2007).
· Using ICT to enhance teaching has proved beneficial to both teachers’ teaching styles and learners’ confidence in themselves (Mellar, Kambouri et al. 2007). The study suggested a model of support and development for tutors based upon approaches drawn from action research. A number of teaching strategies were developed which placed the learner at the heart of the teaching-learning episodes. These included better classroom management of collaboration through carefully structured collaborative activities, time to observe learners actively pursuing their learning goals, providing appropriate context for learning and increasing autonomy of learners so that they were able to engage in self-directed learning. Mobile technologies were particularly successful in motivating learners. 

· Using ICT to support persistence is not just about innovation but also the more basic issue of access. Many community and outreach centres have poor and sometimes unreliable equipment, and little access to the Internet. The internet is not available in prisons. Learning sites with technology are not always open to learners. (Mellar, Kambouri et al. 2005) 
· A study of UK online centres found that these were generally successful at overcoming barriers to learning, and that this was related to their location, nature of the provision, informal atmosphere, nature of staff support, and links to existing activities (Hall Aitken, 2002). Around half of all survey respondents in this research project indicated that attending the centres had definitely helped them secure a job, secure a better job or move on to further education or training.

· Users of these online centres said the experience had improved their confidence: this was especially the case for socially excluded groups such as literacy and numeracy learners (Wyatt et al., 2003)
· A m-learning survey of young adults aged 16-24 in 2001-2002 found that almost half of respondents expressed an interest in using phone-based games to improve their spelling and reading (49%) and maths (44%). However, many stressed that learning games must be appealing, relevant and fun (even addictive in the case of maths) if they were to sustain interest. This response suggests that getting the design and content of learning games right is crucial (Attewell & Savill-Smith, 2004).
· To increase motivation, tutors must know how to use e-learning tools effectively and be able to support learners in using the technology; ICT materials must be up-to-date enough to warrant their use; teachers need to be given time alone and with colleagues to update and refine their own skills; teachers need a good understanding of pedagogy and practices prior to implementing use of ICT in the classroom (Frumkin et al. 2007).

· A literature review of minority ethnic success rates in FE highlights touch-screen technology in the secure estate, and how it is used to provide inmates with easy access to information in a range if languages, and reach out to diverse inmates from a variety of ethnic groups easily and without intimidation (Frumkin et al., 2007).


	PPA Project Findings

· For many learners seeking to persist, ICT is an enhancement, not a replacement for personal contact with the teacher, classmates and learning provider. This is especially the case for adult returners who especially value contact with the teacher.

· Although the possibilities for enhancing Skills for Life provision and pedagogy with innovative ICT resources are exciting, there is currently an uneven distribution of resources across the various learning contexts, with community venues particularly under-resourced. The issue of access is of primary importance.

· Successful use of ICT-resources requires effective support. Where ICT resources are linked to inadequate technical support, and learner use of ICT is not supported by trained teachers, the use of ICT can demotivate learners.

· Learners seem more confident in using “familiar” ICT, such as PCs and the internet, rather than in more advanced or innovative technologies. Innovative resources need to be more widely shared in the sector, with training to match.

· Providers could benefit from developing strategies to maximize the use of ICT to support persistence. This is not always simple: a broader curriculum may be needed that can embrace new possibilities.

· Teachers often have to persist to integrate technology into their pedagogy; and should be motivated and supported to maximise blended-learning opportunities. Appropriate teacher training is required which focuses less on inducting teachers into the use of complicated technology and more on training staff in how to use ICT for their particular subject area.

· Although ICT is seen as a potentially motivating resource for learners, access, ICT-literacy and time pressures are all potential barriers to the use of ICT as part of self-study. Learners who encounter problems with ICT resources away from class can lose confidence and become demotivated.
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Supporting Persistence: Organisational Culture and Climate

	Observations
· Belfiore and Folinsbee (2004) and Evans (2002) exemplify the idea that the organisational culture within which learning takes place (particularly relevant to workplace learning) is a key element in learners’ feelings about learning, for better or worse.
· In a BSA survey (2000), when asked where they would like to take part in a programme to improve their basic skills, the majority preferred it to be in their home (41%); 35% of adults would prefer it to be in a college, and 8% would like it to be in their local library. However, 7% claim to be not interested in getting help. 53% of respondents wanted to learn with a teacher; 36% with a computer.

· Several studies (LSDA 2002; NRDC PLRI 2007) point to “return to learn” courses; taster courses and short courses as a way of attracting less confident learners.
· Adult student perception of being valued by the institution influences their persistence (Lumina, nd).


	Messages
· A focus on “demand led” rather than “supply led” provision – by, for example, offering more community-based provision – can remove barriers to learning. For example, learning in community centres can give learners the confidence they need to go onto mainstream education.
· To encourage and enable adult learners to progress, providers have to do more than provide good information about available courses: create the right opportunities at the right time in the right place; flexible provision with learning offered in the home, community and workplace (“Learning Pathways” LSDA, 2002)

· Many ‘non traditional’ students lack the confidence to access support, and thus services need to be proactive and integrated into the learning experience as far as possible, for example study workshops, peer support groups and mentoring programmes (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004).


	PPA Project Findings
· Persistence over the longer learning journey can be impeded by the fact that learners are either “enrolled” or “not enrolled” with learning providers. Learners who leave before the end of a course are not enrolled and cannot access facilities; the summer months are a time when learners may need to be kept interested in learning, but slip out of learning because they cannot access college facilities. 
· Organisations need strategies for engaging hard-to-reach learners – and an awareness that there are many different cohorts of learners that are hard to reach; from those who are geographically removed from main sites and would benefit from visits from outreach workers, to ESOL learners who may be unaware that they are eligible for classes.
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Supporting Persistence: Practitioner Workforce Development

	Observations
· Teacher qualifications may have an impact on learner persistence. Kambouri & Francis’s 1994 research found that drop out was high from classes where tutors had no qualifications and low especially for those with academic qualifications.

· In NRDC’s Reading Effective Practice Study (2007) progress in reading was associated with teachers being qualified (also with teachers who had classroom support and learners who attended regularly). 

· Findings from two projects on learning journeys; learners’ voices suggest that initial and continuing professional development programmes for Skills for Life practitioners should include an introduction to the general use of metaphor as a teaching strategy to enable learners to talk about their learning and to view themselves and their learning in more positive and holistic ways. 



	Messages
· Skills for Life teachers need information on strategies and practices that can increase learner persistence

· Skills for Life teachers may benefit from training programmes on techniques that develop practitioner dialogue with learners, and increase teacher awareness and understanding of their learners
· Persistence would be supported by more subject knowledge and subject-specific pedagogy should be included in teacher training.


	PPA Project Findings
· Few teachers have been to continuous professional development that focuses on learner persistence per se, a reflection of the lack of currency the term currently carries within the Skills for Life sector.
· To support persistence CPD should aim to develop pedagogical understanding and resources to support formative assessment approaches.

· Tutors need training and support if the potential of ICT to increase persistence is to be realised.

· Multi-disciplinary tutor development is required to work with learners coming from support organisations.
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Support Strategies for Education Providers

	Observations
· The NCSALL Persistence Study identifies 4 types of strategies education providers can use to encourage learners to persist: 
· information-gathering strategies: the more providers know about their learners, the more programmes can respond to the needs of learners

· support strategies: including, pastoral support; child care facilities; help with transportation; referral procedure for using external agencies
· operational strategies: including extended opening hours; flexible and drop-in and off-site classes; improving access to ICT

· programmatic strategies: including the curriculum changes; recruiting students in innovative ways; redesigning tutor training; redesigning student and tutor orientation
· NCSALL study (Comings, 2007) draws provider attention to three key areas:

· Entrance into services (recruitment, intake, orientation): help students express goals, create learning plan
· Participation: instruction and support services designed to fit the individual student’s needs.

· Reengagement: including procedures for staying in contact with students who are not attending and encouraging them to return to services
· If adult literacy programs are thought of as supporting self-study as well as providing classes, adult literacy programs could serve more learners (since many adults self-study who never come to formal classes), attract new learners to classes (since some adults who self-study might later attend classes), and increase the overall persistence of adult literacy learning (since many adult literacy learners engage in self-study and attend classes at different points in time) (Reder & Strawn, 2006).


	Messages
· Teachers can make no more than small steps on their own without the support of a strategist within their organisation. 

· Organisations should gather data on learner persistence, feeding analysis from these data into operational, support, and programmatic strategies, and whole organisation approach. MIS data are currently an under-exploited resource.
· This data is especially important given the high degree of variation in patterns of participation (Martinez & Munday, 1998). 

· Childcare problems are repeatedly cited as a barrier to progression: not just cost of childcare, but flexibility, timing and eligibility (LSDA 2002). 

· Marketing is important to recruiting learners to courses. According to McNeil (2005), effective publicity is important and can be instrumental in developing the credibility that leads to sustained engagement. Wording is critical; using the term ‘basic skills’ in publicity deters young adult learners.
· Offering flexible provision is not simple. Women, for example, may be more reluctant to attend courses in the evening, especially in winter, because of safety issues.


	PPA Project Findings
· Although there is considerable evidence to show that most organisations and education providers make interventions to address retention issues (particularly related to attendance and punctuality), fewer organisational policies / interventions explicitly tackle the subject of “persistence” over a longer learning journey.
· Organisations could benefit where data collection strategies are employed to track internal and external progression: these data could be used to strengthen the handling of progression points, which, unless they are well-supported, can mark the points where learners drop-out of provision.
· Flexible programmatic strategies are not straightforward. Although flexible provision is in tune with a more learner-centred approach to delivery, and benefits adult learners in shift employment for example or who face irregular demands on their time such as appointments with the Home Office, other learners, particularly vulnerable learners or those working at lower levels, benefit from routine and structure. Flexible provision needs to be defined and funded for with specific cohorts in mind.
· Flexibility is linked to learning context: courses offered in community settings, for example, may have less scope for flexibility: in hours, in access to ICT, in scope for drop-in workshops. 
· Providers wishing to set up flexible opportunities for learners to learn outside the classroom, and practitioners wishing to set learning tasks outside the classroom, should be aware of the possible constraints on the learner, and the barriers the learner faces. Providers may face limits in the flexible responses they can offer due to health and safety issues.

· Although certain types of courses such as roll-on, roll-off provision have positive effects on persistence (enabling adult learners to join at a time that suits them , for example), it is not the best course design for most learners, partly because it undermines a class dynamic by necessitating a more individual relationship between the learner and teacher.
· Although teachers are in practice the main source of pastoral support, and are often the best-placed person to give support to learners, this role must be acknowledged, and time must be made for it (e.g. through a reduced teaching load).

· IAG needs improvement – LLN-specific IAG training is needed along with better partnership working between educational departments and IAG staff. An underexploited way of supporting persistence is to have IAG services coming into Skills for Life classes. Less confident or more vulnerable learners need to be enabled to access pastoral support.
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Supporting Progression In Learning

	Observations

· Whitty’s 1993 study found that for 80% of the learners in the sample certificates were important to them, but that all of them said that certification was not the only reason for studying – gaining independence and confidence in communications skills was seen as more important than certification by 80%, though many saw the certificate as helping with confidence. 

· Research on progression from first steps learning to Skills for Life qualifications identified a number of critical success factors: key individuals who motivate; effective IAG; relevant curriculum design; pedagogy which is personalised, develops independent learning and love of learning; recognising and recording progress and achievement; entitlements to LLN support; support with childcare, finance and travel; appropriate pathways; celebration of achievement; incentives (NE, 2006).



	Messages

· Follow-up data, including case studies of learners who have navigated particular progression routes, would help providers identify the learning pathways that succeed (LSDA, 2002). 

· Persistence could be supported if providers wrote progression policies. 
· Currently progression is more often offered within providers than across providers: the NE Regional SFL Taskforce (2006) argues for partnership planning of appropriate pathways. 

· Course prospectuses should include case studies showing destination patterns of ‘real’ adults and also the include progression data (LSDA 2002).


	PPA Project Findings

· A failure to progress or lack of progression opportunities can be a major barrier to persistence. Adults, particularly those learning in connection with their employment, want to progress to learning opportunities that are relevant and appropriate. 
· To enable horizontal and diagonal progressions for diverse learner cohorts, stepping stones provision and sideways progression need more exploration to ensure various progression routes are available.
· Strategies aimed at breaking down the barriers between learning contexts, for example, by offering taster courses or days at colleges to learners currently in training, may support persistence. There is an argument for a transitional stage before entering mainstream education. Teachers can play a key role in supporting the transition from one learning environment to another, particularly between community or informal learning and more mainstream opportunities.
· Competitive chasing of targets to maintain funding militates against cooperation between different learning providers to provide learning progression routes.

· There are progression issues when learners are ready to make the move from funded courses to fee-paying courses (the transition from Level 2 to Level 3).

· There is a need for fast-tracking for those cohorts (for example, some ESOL cohorts) who are able to progress quickly in learning.

· There is a danger that some learners can become over-dependent, and stay on a course or at an organisation they are comfortable with instead of progressing to the next educational level. Some learners find it difficult to progress from learning where they feel comfortable, especially where learning provides a social outlet.

· There is often a lack of progression pathways for those living in more geographically isolated places, particularly for those from a low socio-economic groups.
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Supporting Progression To Employment

	Observations

· According to Tomoana (2004), two major problems for those wishing to engage potential literacy learners were a lack of awareness of programmes and support available for people with language and literacy needs and a lack of referral pathways, stair casing and liaison between education providers and agencies responsible for assisting unemployed people. 
· A literature review of minority ethnic success rates in FE cited LSC research (2003) which found that fewer BME learners found jobs after completing WBL training than white learners (48% compared to 72%). The review notes that such figures are not likely to encourage BME learners to enrol on apprenticeships and WBL courses, and suggests that incentives to colleges and workplaces could be provided to connect BME completers with appropriate job placements (Frumkin et al., 2007).
· Strategies for building on learners’ employability, from careful initial assessment to liaison with employers, can improve learner confidence and both increase rates of retention and progress to employment (Frumkin et al., 2007).


	Messages

· Persistence could be supported if providers wrote progression policies. 
· Course prospectuses should include case studies showing destination patterns of ‘real’ adults and also the include progression data (LSDA 2002)


	PPA Project Findings

· Education providers face considerable difficulties in engaging employers, partly because of a dissonance between the languages used by education and by business. 

· Organisations can support learner progression into employment where investment is made in strengthening links with local businesses, and where teachers are enabled, through investment and training, to develop their expertise in teaching job-related skills, and in work-related language.

· Funding arrangements do not currently allow educational organisations to work easily to meet the demands of employers interested in work-based provision.

· Authentic real-life training for students for job interviews is highly important. As part of effective teaching, Skills for Life and other materials should be relevant to the real world: employment-related material does not have to be unimaginative or functional – it can be challenging and profound.
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Supporting Persistence through Systemic Change

	Observations

· Funding regimes often reinforce concepts of success which include full attendance on the prescribed programme of study, achieving the target qualification and progressing to suitable employment or further learning (LSRC “Brokers”, 2004).
· In education funding mechanisms may inhibit horizontal progression

· There is unease between funding mechanisms and arrangements and the flexible learning patterns that may best help learners to persist. There is much evidence to suggest that learning systems and funding and accountability processes, are pulling in different directions (McGivney 1996).
· Currently, learning is planned and judgements about progress and achievement are made primarily in the context of national standards, curricula and assessment criteria (Ward and Edwards 2002).

· The framework within which teachers work, such as the heavy political and bureaucratic emphasis on summative assessment and measurable outcomes, can demotivate learners, particularly those who most need to be motivated and encouraged (Derrick 2004).
· An emphasis on educational progress may be counter-productive and undermine the efforts to widen participation, particularly when working with disadvantaged groups (McGivney, 1999)
· Personalisation is key to persistence: Cuban (2001) suggests that an approach to persistence support that is the same for all students might have a positive short-term impact but, for long-term persistence, programs may need to adapt their services to the lives of each student.


	Messages
· There are two kinds of changes that can be effected to increase learner persistence: changes that can be made within the existing model and changes to the model itself. The latter is more difficult, but is also where the real impact comes.
· To this end, we must look at the constraints and barriers within the system that prevent persistence. 
· Learning programmes should include learning outcomes relating to learners’ aims that are not specified in the national curricula. They should integrate learning aims related to everyday life, personal and technical skills (Ward and Edwards 2002).

· How does policy deal with episodic nature of learning? Research from the US suggests that the key to persistence is to connect difference services and manage participation within this, making sure that with multiple episodes of participation, each episode builds on the last.
· Where providers are responding to the demands of performance-related funding, there is a danger they compete for those learners most likely to succeed (Kennedy Report 1998, but still a factor) 

· It should be recognised by the system with more clarity that persistence – not retention per se – is an emblem of quality of provision, and the marker of an organisation that deserves continuing support. 

· Instead of narrow definitions of retention and achievement, funders could use persistence rates as a measure of program quality and a surrogate measure of learning gains for students who leave before sitting for a test of progress (Comings, 2007) 

· Persistence would be enabled where the system is designed around the needs of adult learners. Effective teachers and learning strategies take count of the fact that adult learners are untidy, as are employer’s needs (Tuckett, 2005). 

· To facilitate and support self-study, systems could map types of learners to skill development needs and individually appropriate resources for supporting learning (Reder, 2007).


	PPA Project Findings
· Where funding prioritises supply over demand, the system can work against both learner choice and learner persistence. As the current funding system follows qualifications and not learners, it is at odds with the philosophy of lifelong and life-wide learning, and with the realities of what it takes for adults, especially those cohorts working at lower levels, to persist in learning.
· Persistence could be increased where funding was aligned more effectively with learner motivation. A broader definition of what constitutes achievement would allow for more funding of smaller steps and stepping stones achievement.

· The increasing emphasis on and resources directed at L1 and L2 provision may be making it harder for those with lower-level needs to access the opportunities that would allow them to persist.

· The target-driven system may be at odds with the philosophy of an organisation or its teachers toward adult learners. Where organisations focus on targets, actual learner needs can get sidelined. In particular, targets may cut the learning opportunities of those learners who will have the greatest issues in gaining qualifications and may limit opportunities for lower-level, less confident learners to spend time gaining confidence and finding themselves as learners.


	Key Words
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
	At Risk
	A term traditionally used to identify people at risk of social and educational exclusion. People “at risk” are those who lack opportunities, a situation which may be linked to aspects of social and economic deprivation, disenfranchisement, or to health and social issues such as drug dependency. Adults who fit this traditional definition of “at risk” may not always be the learners most at risk of non-completion.

	Blended-Learning
	Learning which integrates e-learning and m-learning techniques including online delivery of materials through web pages, discussion boards and / or email with traditional teaching and training methods. Blended-learning arrangements can also involve e-mentoring or e-tutoring.

	Demand-led
	A term which is trailed in many skills policies including the 2003 Skills Strategy, the 2005 Skills White Paper, the 2006 FE White Paper, and the Leitch review. As opposed to supply-led, “demand-led” or “demand driven” means to put the customer first – the “customer” is most obviously the learner but may also refer to other stakeholders, including employers. The QCA argues in favour of using the term ‘market-led’ instead because it embraces the concept demand but also of stimulating the market and creating demand.

	Expert Learner
	The expert learner is confident, informed, inquisitive and motivated, adaptable, goal-orientated and reflective. Encouraging the expert learner is about supporting the learner to develop a repertoire of learner styles and become empowered to take responsibility for their learning journey.

	Flexible Learning
	The terms “flexible learning” and “flexible delivery” are imprecise but both involve increasing access to learning (through the removal of barriers) and increasing learner control over learning (with an emphasis on choice). “Flexible learning” is sometimes used interchangeably with open, distance and remote learning. The term ‘flexible learning’ came to education via the vocational training field.

	Force field analysis
	Provides a framework for looking at the factors (forces) that influence a situation, by looking at forces that are either driving movement toward a goal (helping forces) or blocking movement toward a goal (hindering forces)

	Formative Assessment
	Assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students' learning. An assessment activity can help learning if it provides information to be used as feedback, by teachers, and by their students, in assessing themselves and each other, to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged. Such assessment becomes 'formative assessment' when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs. (Black et al 2002).

	Informal Learning
	Most simply, informal learning is learning that takes place outside of structured formal educational contexts. However, this definition is crude: informal learning may or may not include non-formal learning (for example, learning that takes place in community groups). Infed (www.infed.org) argue that in such usage the term is largely administrative, with a focus on context or setting instead of the processes and experiences involved in learning. They argue that informal education is largely driven by conversation (and has formal interludes), while formal education is curriculum-driven (and has informal interludes).

	Learner Autonomy
	Autonomous learners are expected to assume greater responsibility for, and take charge of, their own learning. This does not mean that the teacher becomes redundant; indeed, the teacher’s role is pivotal to the process by which learners continue to develop autonomy in learning.

	Learning Broker
	A learning broker is an organisation or individual who works as a mediator between potential learners and providers. This work may include finding existing education or training that the learner wants and negotiating with a provider to put on something that does not currently exist.

	Meaningful Learning
	Meaningful learning is distinct from surface learning in that it is learning which takes place at a level deep enough to effect understanding and enable the learner to construct links to existing knowledge.

	Motivation
	Learner motivation is complex phenomenon that develops and changes over time. The motivation of any individual is likely to depend upon the effect of a combination of external influences, such as income, time available to learn, availability of attractive learning, and internal influences such as prior experiences of learning and personal confidence (Policyworks for Dysg, 2003).

	Pastoral Support
	May describe the role of the Personal Tutor, and may include referral to support agencies based inside and outside the Provider institution. It needs to be underpinned by organisational values and resources. It is seen as linked to but distinct from “learning support”; together, pastoral support and learning support provide a holistic approach to support for learners. The term “pastoral support” is under review by QIA: the term “student support” may have more currency.

	Retention
	A measure of the extent to which a learner stays enrolled and engaged on a particular learning programme.

	Time-on-task
	Time-on-task is engaged time on particular learning tasks (as distinct from engaged time per se).
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