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Target Market: Return to Learn Students 

Objective: To support Literacy Development by encouraging reading for pleasure.

Concept and Originality

The concept was a progression from a previous project implemented by Learning Centre staff who had formed a reading group with ESOL students. 

Michaelston Community College is one of 2 outreach establishments affiliated with our F.E college, but situated over 12 miles way in a area known for its high level of deprivation. 

The Community College were starting a Return to Learn course for those looking to re-enter education and employment, and from examining the successes of our ESOL group, tutors felt this was an opportunity for these students to similarly benefit. Through discussion between respective staff of our F.E College and the Community College, it was felt that a reading group could be a means of facilitating these students to re-engage with education, by introducing reading in a positive way. It was particularly relevant to this group, as the students were aged between 20 - 40 years mostly parents of mixed ability who had been out of formal education for a considerable length of time. 

The project commenced in the autumn term of 2009 and ran for approximately 9 weeks.

Creativity and Innovation

In being creative this type of outreach group was a first time occurrence for the F.E.  It was recognised that most would have left school with no qualifications and would have experienced a variety of barriers to learning. The aim was therefore to break down some of these barriers and take the chore out of learning and make reading more pleasurable, as this would benefit all aspects of their lives. 

From the outset the facilitator created a supportive, welcoming environment, by considering how furniture was arranged to ensure inclusivity, asking how everyone was at the beginning of the session making it more personal and setting up a tea/coffee area.

Two Quick Reads were read by the group with the second book being selected by the students themselves and therefore in line with their interests. 

The facilitator took the time and initiative to guide them on an independent thinking by encouraging even the most timid students to participate. 
 The initial reaction of the students was positive, although there was some nervousness about reading in a group but all agreed that improving their reading skills would help their chances of progressing in education and enhance their job prospects.  Also, some students hoped it would give them the confidence to get more involved in the education of their children or grandchildren. 

A booklet was given to each of the students at the start and they were encouraged to comment on each chapter in the spaces provided.  At the end of each book, students wrote a review of the whole work.  This was an excellent opportunity for them to comment in depth on the book and on their experiences reading it.

The students generally enjoyed the experience of reading as a group.  In every session a chapter would be read and then discussed in detail.  Aspects considered were in terms of plot development, character development and the use of language.   Students were encouraged to give honest appraisals of the book, explain their reasoning and form a coherent argument. All of which are relevant skills in education. In addition, a most valued aspect of the group was gained through student interaction in learning to respect the opinions of others, even when differing from their own. 

Effective Partnership working

To ensure the project went according to plan, our FE representative worked closely with the community college. Since, as mentioned the location of the college is a fair distance away, staff timetables had to be rearranged to ensure all service points were operational. Sufficient ‘Quick Reads’ titles were purchased to supplement the free copies received in the Learning Centre to cover the projected number of students.

Attracting new audiences

The Return to Learn Reading Group proved to be a great success, with students getting a lot out of the sessions even if they didn’t like one or both or the books!  Undoubtedly all found the benefits in reading for pleasure and the difference it made to their confidence and approach to study.  Where many had been nervous about picking up a book at first, by the end of the sessions they were very competent readers. For example, one of our participants was an asylum seeker who very successfully used the discussions to improve his spoken English.    

This was a carefully targeted project aimed at a small select group in order to optimise the benefits to the students. However, it is envisaged the reading groups could be extended to other courses and also run over a longer period of time where students could dip in and out when necessary to “Top- up” their skills.   It has also been considered to provide a achievement award as an opportunity to celebrate, promote and highlight the value of all forms of adult learning in the community.
The Learning Centre team are keen to build on the success of this and make readings groups an integral part of the service it provides to students.    

Effective use of a combination of promotional activity.

Two ‘Quick reads’ titles were chosen because they provided a low-cost focus for the group. The ‘Quick Reads’ campaign was a good way of providing suitable material for the participants as they are  light, interesting and not intimidating as they’re a fitting length. The fact that many are written by famous people also added to the appeal.

A booklet was designed by a member of the Learning Centre staff to give to participants. The design was agreed between her and the tutor delivering the sessions. (Evidence booklet attached).These booklets helped the ultimate success of the project as they were a link between each weekly session and provided a focus for each participant.

The Book Club members were existing Return to Learn students, so no special publicity was undertaken. 

Success of the project 

The Return to Learn Reading Group proved to be a great success, with students getting a lot out of the sessions even if they didn’t like one or both or the books!  Overall students had been inspired by the experience and were continuing to read for pleasure.

The students generally enjoyed the experience of reading as a group.  In every session a chapter would be read and then discussed in detail.  Girl on a Platform was discussed in terms of plot development, character development and the use of language.  In contrast, John Simpson’s vivid tales of reporting from the world’s trouble-spots were the springboard for lengthy, sometimes heated, debates on a wide range of political issues!  Students were encouraged to give honest appraisals of the book and explain their reasoning.  For example: it was not acceptable to say “it’s rubbish”, but saying “it’s rubbish because.......” was fine!

On most occasions the facilitator read first and encouraged others to take up the reins.  This met with mixed success: some participants were eager to read, but others did not feel able to.   

A booklet was given to each of the students at the start and they were encouraged to comment on each chapter in the spaces provided.  At the end of each book, students wrote a review of the whole work.  This was an excellent opportunity for them to comment in depth on the book and on their experiences reading it.

The Learning Centre team are keen to build on the success of this, and similar, projects and make readings groups an integral part of the service it provides to students.    

Effective use of resources

The reading group is a logical follow-on of the role of Learning Advisors in CGH to promote and support learning at all levels. 

The project made use of existing location for teaching at the outreach centre and there was a minimal extra cost of printing and travel expenses for the Learning Advisor involved. The Quick Reads titles are Learning Centre stock and have come back onto the shelves for future use.
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