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Resources

Books that give background to this paper are (2002) The Module and Programme Development Handbook; (2004) A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning and (2008) Critical Thinking; an exploration in theory and practice.  The books are published in London by Routledge Falmer and Routledge respectively. Material from these books is also at http://www.CEMP.ac.uk/people/jennymoon.php 

1.00  Introduction
I aim here to explore some of the issues that concern the quality of student learning and thought at different levels within a programme in higher education. This improvement in the quality of learning I also call progression.  What I cover in this ???piece???section  will also have implications for learning at the end of a programme.  In working through this material, the readers should be enabled to develop a set of level descriptors for a programme, discipline or school (whatever unit is chosen).  The material is presented in two parts.  In the first part there is presentation of the idea of level descriptors and ideas and exercises that will facilitate consideration of the kinds of learning that seems relevant to progression in higher education levels.  The second part involves participants using the ideas that have been introduced and their own knowledge of student learning to develop a set of level descriptors that relate to their own students’ learning.  This part of the work is best done in groups.  There is value both in doing the exercise, and in the level descriptions document that arises from it.  Engagement in this activity is, in my view, one of the best staff development exercises to be found.  It engenders the kind of communication that used to be implicit in that around the coffee table at morning break in the old days of ‘having time’!  
The document describing learning at different levels that arises from the activity can provide important underpinning for subsequent documentation of modules and programmes; it will help staff with their expectations of student learning, the development of assessment criteria, the wording of learning outcomes and identification of educational outcomes.  It can also be used to help students to understand what they should achieve.  Such a document can also provide information about the equivalence of one programme with another where this is required.  
2.00  The first part: The idea of level descriptors 

I start by posing this question:  

‘What would you say characterised the general nature of learning in higher education at different levels in higher education?’ 
Following this question, I ask readers to focus and write a statements about the quality of learning at a particular level in their discipline (or a more generalised statement).  In a workshop situation I might ask for responses to be written on a sticky note and attached to a master sheet according to the levels described.  In this way, participants can compare their statements about learning in different programmes at the same level.  Arising from this it is worth discussing the need for some equivalence in the level of learning challenge to students across programmes!  

Generic level descriptors are sets of words that describe what students should achieve at the end of a level in education (There is more detailed description of level descriptors in L’os etc 2.00, 3.00 and 4.00 (pages XXX)..  Level descriptors guide the writing of learning outcomes and thereby guide the development of assessment criteria, and thereby the process of assessment.
There have been many published sets of level descriptors over the last twenty years.  Most have their origins in a set of credit level descriptors developed in southern England in the SEEC project.  I go back to these for this unit  (http://www.SEEC.org.uk  -  level descriptors revised in 2010).  This set of descriptors, first developed in the mid 1990’s, informed and supported the development of other sets of descriptors in the UK, Europe and in other parts of the world. They were developed during many meetings of representatives from a wide range of disciplines in higher education.  In their development it is useful to not5e that theory was of relatively little help.  Most of the work was based on observations of those teaching actual students.  I refer to these SEEC descriptors here because they remain a valuable guide to learning and teaching at different levels.  The tendency in similar documents has been to emphasise brevity.  When writing learning outcomes, a strip of three or four words does not usually sufficiently rich information  on which to base an understanding of the complexities of learning activities.
I return to these level descriptors later.
3.00  Supplementary material to support understanding of progression in learning.

Most of the material in level descriptors is comprehensible to most of those who teach.  This ???section contains some material that may improve comprehension of descriptors. 

3.01  ‘Strands of progression’ of learning and teaching in the descriptors

During the lively meetings in which the SEEC level descriptors were developed, there was, in effect, identification of the various areas of learning in which progression could be demonstrated.  Much later, I analysed the descriptors to see what areas of learning we had selected – I called them ‘strands of progression’ as they had to be evident and described at all of the levels.  In essence they are the building blocks of level descriptors and they provide generic  information about the ways in which we expect student learning to progress through degree studies. 
There are two groups of these strands

Those strands relating to the contexts of learning;

Those relating to the learners’ qualities and abilities.

I noted that the first group of these strands, concerning contexts) relates mainly to teaching - or what the teacher does, while in the other group strands refer to the capacities of the learner herself.  The references to the context of learning (ie teaching) in these SEEC descriptors facilitate the understanding of what we expect of the learner’s activities, so I feel it is justified to include them, though most other descriptors do not now include such material.  There is clearly a complementarity between the two groups of strands.  
There is one specific strand on which I will comment, and that is the learner’s skills.  These skills (such as communication skills) may be added to disciplinary teaching in order to equip the learner with vocational or professional skills.  Unlike the other strands in that group, they may not arise out of the teaching of the discipline but are likely to be introduced perhaps as ‘one off’ sessions, taught to a level of ‘good enough’ for vocational or professional purposes and there may therefore  not be progression within the levels.  
I list the strands below:

Strands that relate to the context of the learning

Change in the complexity of knowledge that is presented – the degree of challenge of the material of learning to the learner;

Change in the complexity of tasks that the learner is expected to be able to tackle.  This may be expressed in terms of the degree of predictability or structure in the task;

Change in the support for or guidance given to learners - the degree of management of that learning or guidance in tasks and the amount of student autonomy allowed for or expected.

Strands that relate to the learner’s qualities and abilities

Learner’s skills that are not directly related to the development of academic learning – these may be vocational or employability-related;

The capacity of learners to be autonomous - the degree of the learner’s responsibilities for her actions in the learning and tackling tasks in the context of formal education and / or in the workplace;

The ability of learners to study, to research and to manage learning resources and information;

Self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-management and the ability to evaluate own performance;

The sophistication of the learner’s skills of manipulation of knowledge (analysis, synthesis evaluation and application);

The capacity of the learner to deploy knowledge in tackling tasks / solving problems;

The learner’s range of knowledge and understanding of a discipline / disciplines; 

The learner’s understanding of the nature of knowledge and knowing (see 4.00 below).
In effect, this framework provides a good basis for thinking about learning at different levels and it can form a useful basis for the development of customized descriptors (see later in this handout).  In some disciplines other headings may need to be added.  

3.02 ‘The learner’s understanding of the nature of knowledge and knowing’ – (epistemological development)
This is the last of the strands in the section above (3.00).  I see this area of student development as more important than any other in terms of the progression of learning because it relates to the function of thinking that underpins all other forms of development in learning.  The literature and my experience of running many workshops on the topic suggest that in the context of higher education, in particular, learners progress (- and must progress) in their understanding of the nature of knowledge and knowing from an absolutist view towards what Baxter Magolda (1994) calls Contextual Knowing.  Absolute knowing represents a stage wherein learners tend to see facts as facts – 
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suggests It is fully described in reference to epis part).  As a topic, it is sometimes known as epistemological development or the development of epistemological beliefs.   In working through this development of customized level descriptors, it is important to understand epistemological development and to work through the materials in that section.
3.03  Progression in critical thinking undergraduate education 

This progession chart in Appendix 2 is for undergraduate stages only.  It is derived from my book on critical thinking (2008).  It relates to critical thinking and very much takes epistemological development of students into account.  It is, as it says, a tentative guide and it may help you in thinking about progression.

4.00 The second part: thinking about learning at different levels within the subjects
The aim of this part of the workshop is to get participants to write a document that is helpful to them in the longer term, in which elements of learning are described at different levels for their own subject area, using their subject language.  If a group of participants have interest in one particular level (eg Masters level), I would ask them to consider the levels below and above (ie Level 6 and Taught Doctorate) in order to locate the learning within the specified level.  

Groups in a workshop may not manage to complete this task – but hopefully they may be able to continue it at a later stage in order to complete a document for longer term use.
They may wish to start from the SEEC level descriptors or the strands derived from the descriptors and further resources are the epistemological development exercise and the chart on critical thinking – the main thing is that they get engaged with useful conversations about student learning.
If the groups choose to work with the strands, I suggest that they do take one of the second group on learning, but not the first of those on skills.  If they use the SEEC descriptors, from my experience, it is better not to start with the Knowledge and Understanding.  The can add their own categories of learning, or take away categories that they do not need from the SEEC descriptors (eg group work may not be relevant to all disciplines).  The essence of this exercise is to make aq set of descriptors that is helpful in the longer term and feels like ‘one’s own’ in terms of discipline.

I might round off this session with a brief report back by each group.
Appendix 1
SEEC level descriptors
HE Level 4
Development of Knowledge and Understanding (subject specific)

The Learner:
· Knowledge base:  has a given factual and/or conceptual knowledge base with emphasis on the nature of the field of study and appropriate terminology;

· Ethical issues:  can demonstrate awareness of ethical issues in current areas of study and is able to discuss these in relation to personal beliefs and values. 

Cognitive/Intellectual skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Analysis:  can analyse with guidance using given classifications/principles

· Synthesis:  can collect and categorise ideas and information in a predictable and standard format

· Evaluation:  can evaluate the reliability of data using defined techniques and/or tutor guidance

· Application:  can apply given tools/methods accurately and carefully to a well defined problem and begin to appreciate the complexity of the issues

Key/transferable skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Group working:  can work effectively with others as a member of a group and  meet obligations to others (for example, tutors, peers, and colleagues)

· Learning resources:  can work within an appropriate ethos and can use and access a range of learning resources

· Self evaluation:  can evaluate own strengths and weakness within criteria largely set by others

· Management of information:  can manage information, collect appropriate data from a range of sources and undertake simple research tasks with external guidance

· Autonomy:  can take responsibility for own learning with appropriate support

· Communications:  can communicate effectively in a format appropriate to the discipline(s) and report practical procedures in a clear and concise manner

· Problem solving:  can apply given tools/methods accurately and carefully to a well defined problem and begin to appreciate the complexity of the issues in the discipline

HE Level 5
Development of Knowledge and Understanding  (subject specific)

The Learner:
· Knowledge base:  has a detailed knowledge of major theories of the discipline(s) and an awareness of a variety of ideas, contexts and frameworks

· Ethical issues:  is aware of the wider social and environmental implications of area(s) of study and is able to debate issues in relation to more general ethical perspectives

Cognitive/Intellectual skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Analysis:  can analyse a range of information with minimum  guidance using given classifications/principles and can compare alternative methods and techniques for obtaining data

· Synthesis:  can reformat a range of ideas and information towards a given purpose

· Evaluation:  can select appropriate techniques of evaluation and can evaluate the relevance and significance of the data collected

· Application:  can identify key elements of problems and choose appropriate methods for their resolution in a considered manner

Key/transferable skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Group working:  can interact effectively within a team / learning group, giving and receiving information and ideas and modifying responses where appropriate

· Learning resources:  can manage learning using resources for the discipline.  Can develop working relationships of a professional nature within the discipline(s)

· Self evaluation:  can evaluate own strengths and weakness, challenge received opinion and develop own criteria and judgement

· Management of information:  can manage information;  can select appropriate data from a range of sources and develop appropriate research strategies

· Autonomy:  can take responsibility for own learning with minimum direction

· Communications:  can communicate effectively in a manner appropriate to the discipline(s) and report practical procedures in a clear and concise manner in a variety of formats

· Problem-solving:  can identify key areas of problems and choose appropriate tools / methods for their resolution in a considered manner

HE Level 6
Development of Knowledge and Understanding (subject specific)
The Learner:

· Knowledge base:  has a comprehensive/detailed knowledge of a major discipline(s), with areas of specialisation in depth, and an awareness of the provisional nature of knowledge

· Ethical issues:  is aware of personal responsibility and professional codes of conduct and can incorporate a critical ethical dimension into a major piece of work 

Cognitive/Intellectual skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Analysis:  can analyse new and/or abstract data and situations without guidance, using a range of techniques appropriate to the subject

· Synthesis:  with minimum guidance can transform abstract data and concepts towards a given purpose and design novel solutions

· Evaluation:  can critically evaluate evidence to support conclusions/recommendations, reviewing its reliability, validity and significance.  Can investigate contradictory information/identify reasons for contradictions

· Application:  is confident and flexible in identifying and defining complex problems and can apply appropriate knowledge and skills to their solution

Key/transferable skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Group working:  can interact effectively within a team / learning / professional group, recognise, support or be proactive in leadership, negotiate in a professional context and manage conflict

· Learning resources:  with minimum guidance can manage own learning using full range of resources for the discipline(s).  Can work professionally within the discipline

· Self evaluation:  is confident in application of own criteria of judgement and can challenge received opinion and reflect on action.  Can seek and make use of feedback

· Information management:  can select and manage information, competently undertaking reasonably straight-forward research tasks with minimum guidance

· Autonomy:  can take responsibility for own work and can criticise it

· Communications:  can engage effectively in debate in a professional manner and produce detailed and coherent project reports

· Problem solving:  is confident and flexible in identifying and defining complex problems and the application of appropriate knowledge, tools / methods to their solution

Masters

Development of Knowledge and Understanding (subject specific)

The Learner

· Knowledge base:  has depth and systematic understanding of knowledge in specialised / applied areas and / across areas and can work with theoretical / research-based knowledge at the forefront of their academic discipline 

· Ethical issues:  has the awareness and ability to manage the implications of ethical dilemmas and work pro-actively with others to formulate solutions

· Disciplinary methodologies:  has a comprehensive understanding of techniques / methodologies applicable to their own work (theory or research-based).

 Cognitive and Intellectual Skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Analysis:  with critical awareness can undertake analysis of complex, incomplete or contradictory areas of knowledge communicating the outcome effectively
· Synthesis:  with critical awareness, can synthesise information in a manner that may be innovative, utilising knowledge or processes from the forefront of the discipline / practice
· Evaluation:  has a level of conceptual understanding that will allow her/him critically to evaluate research, advanced scholarship and methodologies and argue alternative approaches

· Application:  can demonstrate initiative and originality in problem solving.  Can act autonomously in planning and implementing tasks at a professional or equivalent level, making decisions in complex and unpredictable situations
Key/Transferable Skills (generic)

The Learner:

· Group working:  can work effectively with a group as leader or member.  Can clarify tasks and make appropriate use of the capacities of group members.  Is able to negotiate and handle conflict with confidence
· Learning resources:  is able to use full range of learning resources
· Self evaluation:  is reflective on own and others’ functioning in order to improve practice
· Management of information:  can competently undertake research tasks with minimum guidance 
· Autonomy:  is an independent and self critical learner, guiding the learning of others and managing own requirements for continuing professional development.

· Communications:  can engage confidently in academic and professional communication with others, reporting on action clearly, autonomously and competently
· Problem solving:  has independent learning ability required for continuing professional study, making professional use of others where appropriate
	Taught Doctorate


Development of Knowledge and Understanding (subject specific)

The Learner
· Knowledge base: has great depth and systematic understanding of a substantial body of knowledge.  Can work with theoretical / research knowledge at the forefront of the discipline at peer reviewed standards/ publication quality 

· Ethical issues: can analyse and manage the implications of ethical dilemmas and work pro-actively with others to formulate solutions

· Disciplinary methodologies: has a comprehensive understanding of techniques / methodologies applicable to the discipline (theory or research-based).

Cognitive and Intellectual Skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Analysis:  with critical awareness, can undertake analysis, managing complexity, incompleteness of data or contradictions in the areas of knowledge
· Synthesis:  can synthesise new approaches, in a manner that can contribute to the development of methodology or understanding in that discipline or practice
· Evaluation:  has a level of conceptual understanding and critical capacities that allows independent evaluation of research, advanced scholarship and methodologies.  Can argue alternative approaches

· Application:  can act independently and with originality in problem solving, is a
· ble to lead in planning and implementing tasks at a professional or equivalent level
Key / Transferable Skills (generic)

The Learner:
· Group working:  can lead /work effectively with group.  Can clarify task, managing the capacities of group members, negotiating and handling conflict with confidence
· Learning resources:   is able to use full range of learning resources
· Self evaluation:  is reflective on own and others’ functioning in order to improve practice
· Management of information: can undertake innovative research tasks competently and independently
· Autonomy:  is independent and self-critical as learner; guides and supports the learning of others and can manage own continuing professional development
· Communication:  can communicate complex or contentious information clearly and effectively to specialists / non-specialists, understands lack of understanding in others.  Can act as a recognised and effective consultant
· Problem solving: can continue own professional study independently, can make use of others professionally within / outside the discipline.
Appendix 2
Progression in Critical Thinking and its Representation in Writing in Undergraduate Education – a tentative guide for the purposes of pedagogy

This represents a tentative set of descriptors for the progressively increasing capacity of students for critical thinking and its representation in writing.  It is based on the literature of progression in learning, critical thinking, and particularly on work on epistemological development.  In terms of that work, the progression covers the transition from absolutist thinking towards, but not as far as contextual thinking (a stage that would normally be fully reached after the first degree) (Baxter Magolda, 1992).  The progression is a continuum and it is not assumed that students will shift along it in an even manner.  Their capacity for critical thinking and its representation in writing will interact with the complexity of the material with which they are dealing.  The guide is to be regarded as tentative.

	Position in terms of epistemological beliefs
	Pedagogical implications

	Students at the beginning of undergraduate education are likely to be at the beginning of the shift from absolutist /dualistic thinking
	

	They are often are often somewhat daunted by the ‘expert culture’ of higher education and this may knock back their confidence in self- expression (voice) and in their understanding of knowledge.  They are beginning to understand that knowledge is not an accumulation of facts but are bemused by uncertainty and the idea of theory unless these concepts are explained regularly.  They start by seeing teachers as experts who will pass them the knowledge that they need.
	The nature of teaching at this stage is often somewhat fact-driven.  It is helpful for future development of critical thinking if students are set tasks to solve alone or in groups (in some form of problem-based learning).  The general principle is that students should be just beyond their ‘comfort zone’ in terms of thinking

General tasks of learning and thinking.  Learners should:

· be given plenty of examples of what is expected of them in critical thinking (in all of the situations below)

· be helped to become aware that knowledge is not made up of ‘facts’, that uncertainty exists and that judgements need to be made

· be explosed to the idea of critical thinking as fundamental to their progress in HE, the concepts of evidence, evaluation, conclusions or judgements.  This should be illustrated in everyday material

· be given tasks in which they deal with making judgements in everyday situations to illustrate critical thinking

· be explosed to the idea that teachers / experts are also learners, and can ‘get it wrong’

· meet experts in their discipline in the process of disagreeing,and there should be discussion of this in content and the idea of disagreement of experts

· be involved in discussion about the idea of ‘a theory’, and the idea that several theories can legitimately be held about the same thing (illustration from own discipline – but done simply)

· be exposed to uncertainty (eg as illustrated in everyday life and in the research fields of their discipline

· be engaged in tasks in which they have to seek for evidence to justify a claim in everyday life

· be given some tasks in which they make their own judgements and have a chance to express their own voices about an issue – probably an everyday example

· be introduced to the idea of developing conceptions of knowledge in a manner well illustrated by everyday issues in thinking.

· be exposed to general discussions about how knowledge is ‘produced’ – publication, media distortion, expert agreement, common usage etc.

Writing – there should be practice in:

· being precise and clear

· being able to draw a conclusion from the provision of written evidence

· being able to summarise the main points of an argument – such as introduction of the issue, the evidence, the reasoning about evidence and the conclusion and/or judgement made.

· referencing.  Students need to understand referencing as an acknowledgement of other people’s work



	During the middle period of an undergraduate programme, learners need to be supported in shifting towards a stage of contextual / relativistic thinking
	

	This is a time when there can be considerable differences in a classroom with some learners still at an absolutist stage and some have moved beyond.  In general, the discussion of the nature of critical thinking needs to be continued in an explicit manner


	Teaching may still be fact-driven, and yet we need students to be beginning to realise that teachers have a viewpoint on issues and may not agree with each other.  When alternative theories are introduced there is a tendency to present them as ‘something that you need to know’ (ie as a ‘super-fact’) rather than as a real uncertainty.  This is a kind of absolutist teaching of contextual ideas. 

General tasks in learning and thinking – learners should:

· be given examples within their discipline of good quality critical thinking and attempted critical thinking where there is inadequate reasoning, or assumptions are made etc

· be shown how assumptions in research in their discipline have led to distorted judgements / conclusions

· be exposed to situations in their discipline where experts clearly disagree

· be shown how knowledge has been constructed within their discipline (eg by following the history of one line of research thinking…)

· be given case studies / sample ideas from real issues in their discipline where, with guidance, they assess evidence and make a judgement

· be exposed to teaching /tutorial situations in which issues of real uncertainty in their discipline are discussed

· be required to make judgements that have direct significance for themselves or others (eg this could be in a work placement or work experience)

· experience responsibility for significant actions – in or out of class

· be introduced to the manner in which knowledge is produced and agreed in their discipline

· be involved in well illustrated discussion about how knowledge has come be produced in their discipline (including notion of peer review) – and sources of distortion.

Writing – there should be practice in:

· improving clarity and precision 

· in the drawing of effective conclusions

· the demonstation of critical thinking in written form, using straightforward material from their discipline (probably with given or guided seeking of evidence)

· demonstration of critical thinking in writing about an everyday issue in which there is expression of own voice, and encouragement in creativity in seeking own evidence

· using referencing as a matter of course



	The further shift:  this is the final stage of undergraduate education
	

	Few students will be consistently recognising and working with a contextual view of knowledge, but the challenges in their learning should be of this nature  This is a time when learners may tend to think that knowledge is about reaching and holding an opinion – without taking the context, fully into account.
	The teaching of final year undergraduate students can be much more ‘research-based’, dealing with uncertain situations, and areas of disagreement in the discipline.  They should be working within the main body of knowledge of their discipline, and exposed to ‘the cutting edge’, but not expected to work at that level

General tasks of teaching and learning - learners should:

· display competent critical thinking in the relatively familiar areas of their discipline (ie not likely to be ‘cutting edge’)

· have their opinions challenged whether in writing or spoken word.  Challenge should be by peers or teachers

· be able to recognise and challenge assumptions

· question: their general attitude towards the discipline should be one of questioning

· be expected to argue a case in their discipline

· be exposed to situations in which they make judgements for which they have to take responsibility.  This may be in a placement or work experience situation

Writing tasks:

Learners should be able to judge the competence of their own writing and that of others (peers).

There is usually some kind of undergraduate dissertation, which contains a literature review and a small piece of research.  This is an opportunity for learners to demonstrate critical thinking in a literature review, skills of evaluation and the making of discipline-related judgements, the writing of a conclusion to their own work

Learners should now understand referencing as a matter not only of properly acknowledging sources, but also as a means of judging the quality of a piece of work (how many and which references are used, , how have they been used etc )

General statement:  The discussion of the nature of knowledge should be revisited.  By showing learners how their views of knowledge have changed over their undergraduate education, it is possible to make ideas around the notion of the contextual knowing stage explicit, and to help learners to make sense of their ‘learning journey’


