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Developing programmes and activities 

About this Unit 

 

This Unit aims to introduce some of the key issues involved in working as an educator with 
formal groups. It seeks to identify approaches and strategies that exploit the potential of 
formal groups to foster learning. We examine the process of planning programmes and 
activities, and how they can be facilitated, managed and assessed. 

Mark K Smith 
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Developing programmes and activities 

Foreword: About formal groups 

O wad some Pow'r the giftie gie us  
To see oursels as others see us. 

(Robert Burns 1786. To a Louse) 

It may seem ironic that in a programme designed to develop the work of helpers as 
informal educators, formal education is allowed this space. However, we need to look to 
the experience of those with whom we work, as well as the job we have to do.  

Increasingly, educational activity has been formalised through widespread schooling, 
standardised assessment procedures, a National Curriculum and other developments. It can 
be argued that such developments have served to sacrifice the process of education to its 
product. What people have „got‟ – the certificate, the statement of achievement or the 
completed assignment – becomes the focus, rather than how they learned. As informal 
educators we cannot ignore the significance of formal education. It has a central position in 
the experience of learners. 
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What is more, as informal educators we have to draw on a mix of the formal and informal 
in our work. We combine social activities with organized learning activities. Residentials are 
a good example of this. We may well have a number of organized activities, plus the usual 
social times around meals etc. The formal and informal moments offer different 
opportunities for learning.  
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What is a formal group? 

It is important first to clarify what we mean by a „formal‟ group in education. I believe that 
most, if not all, learning is realised in a group. Our learning comes to fruition in our 
interactions, conversations or responses to others. This is what I understand Eduard 
Lindeman to mean when he claims that: 

'Education proceeds by means of communication, and all forms of communication are 
social products‟ (1926: 94),  

or Paulo Freire when he states that: 

 'without communication there can be no true education' (1972: 65). 

Of course, education may, or may not, take place in a group. For example, if I decide to 
learn French I may play a tape course borrowed from a library as I drive to work, or I may 
enrol in a local „French for Beginners' class.  

In the first example, I would be learning alone, although of course the authors of the 
programme, the curriculum designers, would have had to envisage their typical Mr or Ms 
Learner with predicted needs, interests and difficulties. However, to bring my learning into 
effect, I will almost certainly engage in communication, even if only with the writers of 
French language books or magazines. 
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In a formal education group learners come together with the express purpose of learning - 
French for Beginners, for example. The group provides a context for communication 
between participants. Such a formal group may well be: 

 limited in membership,  

 limited in duration,  

 with a named educator,  

 a fixed venue and  

 with an established purpose. 

A formal group, then, involves purposeful organisation. Jeffs and Smith (2005) suggest that 
one of the things that separates formal from informal education is the way in which 
purpose is organized. In informal education it springs out of conversation; in formal 
education from curriculum. [We should note, however, that in reality, a great deal more 
communication and learning will take place within the group than that which applies 
exclusively to the curriculum of „French for Beginners‟!] 

REFLECTION POINT: What sort of ‘extra-curricular’ communication and learning might take 

place in a formal group? 
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Formal groups and the curriculum 

Shirley Grundy defines the curriculum as 'a way of organising a set of human educational 
practices' (1987: 5). If we follow this, a formal group is an example of a curriculum 
practice. She poses a crucial question when she asks why we establish or work within these 
groups: 

'What sorts of beliefs about persons and the world lead us to the construction of 
what educational practice?' (1987: 7)  

The point she raises is that the way in which we organise any aspect of educational practice 
reflects a certain view of the learner and the educator, and of their positions in the world. 
The choice of timing, venue or publicity may seem either innocent or prescribed but, with 
a little reflection, we often find that these choices reveal assumptions about likely students.  

We can make some informed guesses about how the organizer thought about potential 
students - where they live, which newspapers they see, whether they are in paid work, 
whether they identify with that particular 'community' centre. It is a strength, as much as a 
weakness, of formal groups that these organisational principles are open to scrutiny and 
interpretation by their actual and likely participants. 
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As educators working with formal groups we should attend to the experience brought to 
their learning by participants. Brookfield, in encouraging our understanding of adult 
learning practices, notes that: 

the participants….bring to the encounter a collection of experiences, skills and 
knowledge that are going to influence how new ideas are received, how new skills 
are acquired and how the experiences of others are interpreted. (1984: 2) 

I think we would be wise to view all good practice in teaching and learning, regardless of 
the age of participants, in this light.  

The group members with whom we work will, to different extents, be experienced as 
learners. Some may have learned from that experience that they are poor learners, that they 
attract little respect and understanding, that classroom norms and practices are 
fundamentally different from the norms and practices of their out-of-school activities. 
Others may have learned from their experience that classroom learning requires little active 
participation and bears little relevance to „real life'. Still others may have learned to flourish 
and succeed in a formal learning encounter. We are striving to work with all these positions 
in a learning encounter based upon critical engagement and exchange. 

It is also important to recognise, as accurately as we can, the experiences and thus the 
expectations that we bring to our role as educators in formal groups. Brookfield 
summarises the relationship between learner and educator when he states that: 
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Facilitating learning is . . . a collaborative enterprise, and this has implications for 
more formal settings where the role of 'educator' can be clearly identified. In these 
settings the educator's values and priorities will influence the educational 
encounter just as do those of the learners. (1984:16-17) 

In the following sections, a number of practitioners explore the principles that underlie the 
planning and preparation, the facilitation and the assessment of formal education groups.  

Throughout these items the writers demonstrate that the attitudes and the actions of the 
educator influence the quality of the educational encounter. If we accept Brookfield‟s claim 
that facilitating learning is a collaborative or joint process, we are required to work 
thoughtfully with the values and priorities we bring to the group, as well as those of the 
learners. 

REFLECTION POINT: Looking at a particular piece educational work with formal groups that 

you are familiar with….how does (or could) it take into account the experience that learners 

bring to the group? 
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Some themes explored in the Unit 

Foreman stresses the importance of encouraging trust between the learner and the 
educator - the quality which Rogers (1994: 156) refers to as ‘prizing' the learner. Gabbett 
argues that respect for learners requires that we plan an appropriate environment for 
learning. Nurden highlights attending to questions of leadership and authority within 
groups, and finally, Tett considers the significance and appropriateness for both group 
facilitators and participants of different approaches to assessing change and learning. 

I opened this Foreword with a quotation from the Scottish poet, Robert Burns, who 
provides an apt and thought-provoking challenge to us all. Throughout this Unit and, 
indeed, across the whole programme, you are encouraged to reflect upon your practice. As 
learners you are engaged in a process, called praxis, which sets the review and reflection of 
your actions at the heart of your learning and of your future action.  

Your dual role as student-practitioners means that you regularly see „both sides‟ of the 
learning experience – you reflect on your experiences as both a learner and an educator. As 
informal educators we can also recognise that all learning is based upon dialogue, and so 
we are necessarily always both learners and educators. Whether we judge that learning can 
best be enhanced in formal or informal settings, the principle of dialogue between 
participants in education remains relevant. 

Mary Wolfe 
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Developing programmes and activities 

1. Product and process 

 

About this section 

Before looking at the detail of planning programmes and activities we need to take a step 
back to some key questions underlying what we do as helpers who are informal and 
community educators.  

In particular, we want to look at the notions of product and process. How we understand 
these concepts will fundamentally affect how we plan our programmes and the activities we 
use. We are going to do this by asking you to read Chapters 5 of Informal Education. 

Tony Jeffs and Mark K. Smith 
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Some themes – Chapter 5 

Before you read Chapter 5, we review the main ideas discussed:  

Chapter 5 explores some further key elements that informal educators must think about: 

 working with - the idea that we have to work with rather on people. 

 education as product - looking to the outcomes in the work and what this means 
for curriculum construction. 

 education as process - what is the process of informal education - and how does 
it compare with formal education that has a focus on process. 

As part of the chapter we try to get rid of some of the confusion concerning curriculum. 

Working with 

This is a phrase that we keep coming back to. First, informal education is work. It involves 
us in making an effort toward achieving something. Sometimes we will have a fairly 
concrete idea about what we want to achieve. For example, if we may set out to run a 
session with a local community group around some proposed road developments in the 
area. We may well have a fairly clear idea about the sort of information we need to get 
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across if they are to have a basis for discussion. From this we can begin to structure the 
session.  

At other times, as we have seen, we are less sure about where the conversations we are 
engaged in may lead; or, indeed, who we may be working with. As detached workers or 
informal educators based in a family centre, we can make some predictions about who we 
may meet - but there is often surprise and new faces. 

The second element – „with‟ – is crucial when considering how we work. It is very easy to 
fall into the trap of trying to work on someone. In talking with individuals who are upset 
we may come quickly to the conclusion that they need to do this or that, if they are to 
make things better. We may end up pushing them into some action. Sometimes this may be 
appropriate - particularly if they are at risk. But for most of the time it is not. If people are 
to take responsibility for their actions, and to come to an understanding of themselves and 
the world in which they live, then they have to work at things themselves. We have to work 
with the way they are feeling, the way they see the world, and the skills that they have. 

Education as product and process 

In Chapter 5 we set out two ways of viewing education - as product and process. We begin 
with a simple diagram, showing education as a sort of production line. If we think about 
something like health promotion we can see how this might work. The input might be 
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people who have little or no knowledge about what makes for a healthy diet. Through 
engaging in a process with others (including us as educators) they become more aware of 
diet and different types of food. The output hopefully, would be people who are more 
aware of what healthy eating involves. 

Looking at this diagram we can focus on two very different approaches to educating: one 
concerned with outcomes (a product approach) and one concerned with interaction (a 
process approach).  

Input

People

lacking

knowledge

and skills

Outcome

People

with

knowledge
and skills

Process

 

In the chapter we look at these approaches and the problems involved with each. We 
suggest that informal education tends to look to process. 
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Reading 

Read Chapter 5 of Informal Education (Jeffs and Smith 1999). 

Some questions to consider  

At the end of the chapter there are you some questions to think about - and we want to 
look briefly at each.  

QUESTIONS 1-3 

There will probably be aspects of your work that are more product oriented, others process oriented. 
Review your work - see what fits where. 

Are there particular reasons or pressures that these pieces of work are oriented the way they are? 
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Are there changes that you want to make? 

These three questions belong together. We would expect informal educators to be more 
process-oriented. Our belief in conversation and to working with people means that we can 
have difficulties with product approaches. This is because they involve starting out with a 
fixed idea of the changes that we want to achieve in another person. What is more, looking 
to product can lead us to organize and control the environment in a way that does not 
allow much room for participants to bring their interests and issues into play.  

Yet, if we look at informal education programmes, we can find lots of examples of product 
approaches. We can see it, for example, in the way schemes like the Duke of Edinburgh's 
Award have been set out; or the use of competencies (i.e. statements of what the skills they 
expect people to gain). Why has this happened? 

The first thing to say is that the product way of looking at things has become so much a 
part of commercial and industrial life that we tend to take it for granted. We can easily take 
it on without thinking. 

Second, the product approach with its stress on clear objectives and step-by-step 
organization makes fewer demands on educators. The process approach involves us all the 
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time in making tricky decisions – being creative – on our feet as to how we want to 
proceed. Mediocre educators are more likely to go 'wrong' in such approaches.  

Third, it has to be said that there are times when It is helpful to use a product approach. 
Where we need to gain specific skills, for example, in relation to first aid, then it may be 
right to organize our work around their achievement.  

So, do you have the right balance? Part of the issue here may be to do with the way in 
which you enter conversations. Do you regularly begin with a fixed idea of what you want 
to achieve? If you do, then there is a need for some reflection.  

Another aspect is how you organize the more formal parts of your work. Which of the 
curriculum approaches do you use?  
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Developing programmes and activities 

2. Preparing sessions 

About this section 

You may be asked to produce a session plan or scheme for your sessions or programme. 
Often, educators experience difficulties with this. This section explores some key questions 
to ask when preparing sessions within a formal learning context. For example: 

 What are you setting out to do? 

 What will your learners have achieved by the end of the session? 

 Where do your learners start and where do they finish? What do they need to learn? 

 What you will do to make sure this happens? 

 How you will know that your learners have achieved this? 

It may simplify matters to think of the plans as a means of answering the above questions, 
and of giving yourself the opportunity to think, plan, clarify and prepare. 

Marilyn Garbett 
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Aims and objectives 

Many educators find it hard to list the aims and objectives of their programmes. There are 
two possible reasons for this. The first is that their aims and objectives may be difficult to 
measure or describe. Alternatively, they may have failed to consider fully the answers to the 
questions in the introduction above! 

What are aims? 

Aims are broad statements of intent, which summarise what your session or programme 
is about. Below is an example, taken from an Access to Higher Education Programme. 

Example 1 

The aim of the Teaching Orientation programme is to engage in a programme of study and 

practice to provide a broad understanding of educational issues and the role of the teacher. 

This gives the overall aim of a programme. The broad statement of intent could be adapted 
to other broad-based introductory programmes. The broad aim doesn‟t identify any 
particular methods. The educator has a great deal of choice about how to reach this aim. 
The programme would include formal sessions, but may also involve observations, visits, 
presentations, visiting experts and one-to-one tutorials. 
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The programme need not be aimed at any particular educational level. Different educators 
will use different plans and strategies with different learners. This is entirely appropriate, 
for we are considering a different set of individuals with any learning programme, 
regardless of size. 

Another example deals with individual learning plans within a tutorial. So, an individual 
session can have the following aim: 

Example 2 

The aim of the tutorial is to develop learner competencies in line with course objectives and 

individual learning plans. 
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What are objectives? 

Aims provide the answer to our first question in the introduction to the Unit: 'What you 
are setting out to do?‟ The objectives make up the answer to the second question: 'What 
will your learners have achieved by the end of the session?'.  

Objectives are more precise than aims and may be clearer to formulate. I often find it easier 
to list the objectives first. This helps you to focus on what is achievable within a given time, 
using what learners need to learn, and clarifying how you will know that learners have 
achieved this (this last part relates to assessment, which we will discuss later.) Having 
decided on your objectives, the aim/s follow as the summary or broad statement of intent. 
Appropriate objectives for the examples above could include: 

Example 1 

Aim: The aim of the Teaching Orientation Programme is to engage in a programme of study 

and practice to provide a broad understanding of educational issues and the role of the 

teacher. 

Objectives: By the end of the programme learners will have: 

• identified current issues of educational importance; 

• participated in classroom observation; 

• commented on their own experience in relation to current educational practice. 
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Example 2 

Aim: The aim of the tutorial is to develop learner competencies in line with course 

objectives and individual learning plans. 

Objectives: Within the programme of regular tutorials each tutorial will: 

• review progress to date; 

• identity issues, problems, concerns, successes; 

• explore solutions; 

• identity action plans to be agreed between learner and tutor. 

When you are clear about what you are setting out to do, definite about what your learners 
will achieve by the end of the session, and able to express this in clear terms, then you are 
ready to write your aims and objectives. 

[The process described through the framework of questions is based on the model of the 
reflective practitioner, and may be recognised from Egan's (2002, 2006) three-stage model 
by anyone who is familiar with counselling.] 
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REFLECTION POINT: Are you clear about what aims and objectives are?....could you write an 

aim and set of objectives for a basic learning session?....do you have an opportunity to practise 

writing appropriate aims and objectives for sessions in which you are involved? 
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Programme content 

The next three questions from the list in the introduction to this section consider the 
content of the sessions and how you organise activity within them. The first two of these 
are:  

 Where do your learners start and where do they finish?  

 What do they need to learn? 

If you are working to the requirements of an awarding body, like ASDAN or the Open 
College Network (OCN), the answers to the second question might be constrained by a 
syllabus. Having these requirements provides more guidance as to content, but affords less 
flexibility. Some awarding bodies may also place time limits on your sessions, although it 
may be possible to alter the length and number of these to suit your learners.  

It is more likely, however, that, as an informal educator, you will be devising a session or 
series of sessions to deliver a programme identified by the group of people with whom you 
are working. The content can be more tailor-made to their needs or the purpose for which 
you are preparing these sessions. This will affect what – and how much – is learned.  
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Teaching strategies 

As an educator you will normally have some flexibility in determining the methods you use 
in your sessions. This brings us to the next question:  

 What you will do to make sure this happens?'( i.e., how do you fulfil your carefully 
considered aims? How do you make sure that your learners achieve those objectives?) 

You will probably, as a learner and as an educator, already be familiar with a number of 
methods. Common ones are: explaining; questioning; discussion; group work; 
demonstrations and lecturing. You may also use buzz groups (small groups with a 
discussion topic or question - listen to the buzz of noise), practical or theoretical problem-
solving tasks, or brainstorming.  

Be creative about what or who you bring to the learning situation. Use dvds, downloads, 
games, role play. Plan suitable audio-visual aids (see the Item on 'Introducing sessions' for 
more details on this). You may choose to bring in experts or other people with interesting 
or relevant experiences. For example, the role of the Emergency Services can be better 
explained by a real fire-fighter with suitable apparatus and real-life stories than by any 
amount of group work or overhead transparencies. You might also use panels or witness 
sessions with a group of experts. 
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It is important that participants are actively involved, but do be confident that they can feel 
involved and engaged when quiet and listening. Be selective about the range of strategies 
above. It is important that sessions are lively, interesting and motivating, but it is even 
more important that the resulting learning is relevant and appropriate. Go back to your 
aims and objectives. Will the strategies you employ ensure that these are achieved? 

REFLECTION POINT: Write down a list of the learning strategies outlined above. Tick the 

ones that you have experienced as a learner. In another column, tick the ones you feel would 

be useful to your learners. In the third column tick the strategies that you would feel confident 

to use now, as an educator.…can you see opportunities to use those strategies?....do you want 

to extend your range of methods? 

When preparing sessions, consider variety, pace, thinking or reflecting time and 
concentration span. Be prepared to encourage learners to try out new strategies, but avoid 
forcing people to do activities which they find threatening or uncomfortable. Think about 
introducing a range of activities for each session, but take care not to overdo it. 
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Assessing learning 

The final two questions relate to checking and rounding off all this thought and 
preparation. These involve assessment of the learning that has taken place, and evaluation 
of the experience for you, the educator, and for your learners. These areas are explored in 
depth in the Items on 'Assessment and progression', and 'Programme planning'. It is 
necessary to this item, however, to place these in context.  

The penultimate question is: 

 How will you know you have achieved this? 

The answer will relate to the objectives. We know that learners will have achieved these 
objectives because they have demonstrated this by doing, knowing or understanding. 

The final question, on how to apply the experience, relates to evaluating and learning from 
the sessions. This applies equally to you as the educator and to your learners as partners in 
the process. 
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Planning with your learners in mind 

It may seem obvious that the learners are the most important people in the informal 
education process, and that it is the educator's task to ensure that their experience of 
learning is a good one. But do educators always bear this in mind? 

When preparing sessions, you will need to consider, for instance, whether any of your 
students have special needs. Older learners are likely to require different strategies to much 
younger learners. Reaction time and short-term memory will vary according to age. Some 
learners may be physically impaired, or have differing rates of learning. 

REFLECTION POINT: Think of any sessions or programmes where you have been involved as 

a learner. Can you identity at least one, which inspired you, made you feel fulfilled, that you 

had learned something, and that you had learned what you wanted to learn? Can you also 

think of at least one where you learned little and, perhaps, were de-motivated?....what were 

the important differences?....how do you think the educators viewed the learners in each 

situation? 
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Planning resources 

There are a number of texts where the concept of the learner as the focus for planning is 
expanded upon. Malcolm Knowles (1970) in one classic approach proposed Superior 
Conditions of Learning and Principles of Teaching. Key words from his text are: 'a need to learn‟, 
„mutual trust‟, „respect‟, „goals‟, „responsibility‟, „active participation‟, „use of experience‟, 
and „progress'. 

If you are involved in preparing sessions that receive funding through the Further 
Education Funding Council you will be monitored through 'Standards for Teaching and 
the Promotion of Learning'. It is interesting to compare these with Knowles‟ 'Superior 
Principles of Teaching', and find that they follow the same tenets. 

Daines, Daines and Graham (2006:10) say similar things, but in a slightly shorter form. 
They use the phrase 'People learn best when….'. I have explored this with many groups of 
educators who have used their own experiences and understanding to devise their own list 
of quality conditions. A summary of key words, based on Daines et al, and from responses 
to this are: 'security', 'safe to risk', 'needs are being met', 'are involved and know what to 
do', 'know how they are getting on', 'are welcome and respected as themselves'. 
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REFLECTION POINT: Go back to the previous ‘Reflection point’. Try out phrases using the 

key words. e.g., Did I feel secure? Did I feel safe to take risks? Did I feel my needs were being 

met? Did I feel involved? Was it clear what I had to do? etc……with each answer, ask yourself 

'How?'. How did the educator make sure that happened? 

Practical considerations 

Whatever the educational reasons behind preparing for sessions, the realities of preparation 
require a practical approach, based on the principle of placing the learner as the most 
important person in the process. 

REFLECTION POINT: Once you have planned the learning within a session, imagine that you 

have issued an invitation. Plot your guest's movements from receiving the invitation to arriving 

home at the end of the day or evening. 
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The challenge in the „Reflection Point‟ above is to consider all the factors needed to ensure 
that your guest feels welcome, has a positive experience, feels involved, actively 
participates, is clear about their role, feels safe and secure. All these factors are related to 
the conditions for learning. 
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Questions Terms 

What you are setting out to do? 

 

Aims 

What will your learners have achieved by the end of the 
session? 

Objectives 

Where do your learners start and where do they finish? What 
do they need to learn? 

Content 

What you will do to make sure this happens? Strategies 

How you will know that your learners have achieved this? Assessment 

How you will apply the experience to make future sessions 
even better? 

Evaluation 
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Developing programmes and activities 

3. Facilitating sessions 

About this section 

The idea that helpers and educators are facilitators of learning and change has been around 
at least since the 1960s. It was the work of Carl Rogers that brought the idea to people‟s 
attention (and we will be looking a little further at what he said later). A concern with 
facilitating learning and change has stayed with us – and is helpful when thinking about 
what we do in sessions and with groups.  

In this section we will look at what facilitation might involve – and at the practical tasks 
and experience of facilitating sessions. In particular we explore beginning a session; getting 
into the subject; responding to the moment; summing up and ending; and dealing with 
difficult behaviour. 

Mark K Smith 
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Facilitating 

At heart facilitation is about the process of helping people to explore, learn and change.  

But what does that process involve? To start I want to take a popular definition of group 
facilitation by Roger Schwarz.  

Group facilitation is a process in which a person whose selection is acceptable to all 

members of the group, who is substantively neutral, and who has no substantive 

decision-making authority diagnoses and intervenes to help a group improve how it 

identifies and solves problems and makes decisions, to increase the group’s effectiveness.  

The facilitator’s main task is to help the group increase effectiveness by improving its 

process and structure. (Schwarz 2002: 5) 

Several things need saying about this. 

First, there is a sense in which facilitators have to stand apart from groups yet be 
acceptable to them. They have to be seen as a third party. Ideally facilitators should not be 
members of the groups or their leaders as this can cause confusion around the role being 
played (Schwarz 2002: 42). 
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Second, group members have to allow facilitators to do their jobs. At the same time 
facilitators need to earn the space to do this. They do this by doing their job well, and as 
Roger Schwarz points out by being neutral - not taking sides. This is not at all easy.  

To do their job facilitators have to intervene. They make suggestions and offer insights. 
Such intervention may well be seen by some in a group as favouring one side or another. 
To remain neutral, „requires listening to members‟ views, and remaining curious about how 
their reasoning differs from others (and your private views), so that you can help the group 
engage in productive conversation‟ (Schwarz 2002: 41). Facilitators should avoid placing 
themselves in the middle of disputes – interpreting one to another. Their task is to work so 
that people engage with each other directly (Schwarz 2002: 42)  

Third, facilitators are not the decision-makers. It is difficult to facilitate sessions where you 
have what Schwarz talks about as „decision-making authority‟. Knowing that the person 
who is the „facilitator‟ can override any decisions that the group come to will seriously 
affect the way the members see their task and how they relate to the facilitator.  

Fourth, facilitators are experts on, and advocates of, process. While there may be times when 
facilitators teach – what we might describe as organized moments dedicated to encouraging 
particular learning (Smith and Smith 2008: 103) – most of their attention is on encouraging 
reflection around experiences and process, the task or to other aspects of the group. 
Facilitation is mostly concerned with experiential learning.  
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Fifth, the main responsibility for learning lies with the group member,, only secondarily with the 
facilitator (Heron 1999: 2; see, also, Brookfield 1986). This is different to traditional 
educational models where teachers have responsibility for student learning.  

From this we can see that facilitation – helping people to explore, learn and change – 
involves considerable skill. It also requires us to develop certain qualities as people.  

REFLECTION POINT: Look back at your experience of being in groups with a facilitator. 

Were they neutral? Did they direct the group’s attention to process? Did they work so that 

people took responsibility for the group and their learning? 

Core conditions 

Carl Rogers believed that people increasingly trust others when they feel at a deep level that 
their experiences are respected and understood (Thorne 1992: 26). Based on this he argued 
that there are three 'core conditions' for facilitative practice - realness, acceptance and 
empathy. Our success as educators, helpers and animators of learning and change is heavily 
dependent on the people we are – and the way we are experienced by others. Let us look 
further at these qualities - these attitudes - that facilitate learning. 
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Realness in the facilitator of learning. Perhaps the most basic of these essential 

attitudes is realness or genuineness. When the facilitator is a real person, being what she 

is, entering into a relationship with the learner without presenting a front or a façade, 

she is much more likely to be effective… It means coming into a direct personal 

encounter with the learner, meeting her on a person-to-person basis. It means that she 

is being herself, not denying herself. 

Prizing, acceptance, trust. There is another attitude that stands out in those who 

are successful in facilitating learning… I think of it as prizing the learner, prizing her 

feelings, her opinions, her person. It is a caring for the learner, but a non-possessive 

caring. It is an acceptance of this other individual as a separate person, having worth in 

her own right. It is a basic trust - a belief that this other person is somehow 

fundamentally trustworthy… 

 Empathic understanding. A further element that establishes a climate for self-

initiated experiential learning is emphatic understanding. When the teacher has the 

ability to understand the student’s reactions from the inside, has a sensitive awareness of 

the way the process of education and learning seems to the student, then again the 

likelihood of significant learning is increased…. [Students feel deeply appreciative] when 

they are simply understood – not evaluated, not judged, simply understood from their 

own point of view, not the teacher’s. (Rogers 1967 304-311) 
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These are qualities that we have already discussed when exploring the nature of informal 
education, helping and community learning. Facilitators have to be experienced as genuine 
– real people that can be related to; they have to care for and respect people; and they need 
to develop some sense of what might be going on for others. In part they do this by 
coming to understand themselves. 

REFLECTION POINT: Are these qualities that you express in your work with others? Do you 

think that you come across as a ‘genuine person’? Are you experienced as being accepting and 

trusting? How able are you to appreciate what might be going on for others? 

On being a facilitator – three foci 

From what we have already talked about I want to highlight three foci for facilitators in 
sessions and groups. They need to 'think group‟, attend to purpose, and stay in touch with 
themselves. 
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Thinking group 

For the facilitator working with a group entails „thinking group‟ (McDermott 2002: 80-91). 
„Thinking group‟ means focusing on the group as a whole and its processes. It means 
considering everything that happens in terms of the group – and remembering that at the 
core of facilitation is helping the group to help itself.  
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Attending to purpose 

Facilitators need to keep their eyes on the individual and collective goals that the group 
may or does want to work towards. They also need to intervene in the group where 
appropriate to help people to clarify and achieve these. 

Attending to ourselves 

Being a „good‟ educator, helper or animator of community learning and development 
involves more than technique. It flows from our identity and integrity (Palmer 2000: 11). In 
the same way good facilitators know themselves and are able to draw upon their feelings to 
make sense of what might be going on with other people. If we do not know who we are 
then we cannot know those we work with, nor the areas we explore. 

Another concern here is knowing, and bearing in mind, the responsibilities that go along 
with our role. Gail Evans (2007) argues that we must know what the agency expects of us, 
what the limits are, and what supports are available. She also says that we must be clear 
with ourselves about what we can offer in terms of our time, knowledge, skills and feelings.  



Facilitating sessions 

41 

REFLECTION POINT: Do you know your personal limits – and what you can offer as a 

volunteer or worker within your agency or group? Do you tend to offer too much ... or too 

little? 

Having a plan 

Facilitators need a plan - as Marilyn Garbutt has already discussed. There are lots of ways 
of thinking about what it is important to attend to - but here I want to use a simple model: 
NASET. All it does this to remind us to think about: 

 Needs.  What are the needs and feelings of the people involved in the session? 
Have we created the right sort of openings in the session for people to work 
together to explore and express these? 

 Aims and focus. What is the purpose of the session? What is the subject of our 
learning and action? 

 Settings. What sort of physical environments do we need to create so that people 
can engage with each other and the subject that is our focus? 
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 Experiences. Does the session have the mix of experiences/activities to stimulate 
exploration and learning, achieve the aims of the session and meet the needs of 
participants? 

 Timings. Have we allocated the right amount of time for the different learning 
experiences and activities? 

A few things need saying about this listing.  

First, rather pragmatically I have included only those things that have seemed to have made 
a difference to the sessions I have facilitated.  

Second, my concern is to try to create an environment in which participants can „own‟ the 
subject and the relationships in the group. One of the implications of this is that we have 
to work at the pace of the group – and to respond to questions and issues as they arise. 
This might involve moving off the initial subject and returning to it. For this reason it is 
often unhelpful to start framing what we are doing in terms of objectives – things we 
expect people to do by the end of the session. 

Third, there is always a significant danger of trying to cover too much ground in a session. 
The experience can quickly deteriorate into a quick tour of an area rather than an 
exploration. At the same time we may well be nervous about running out of material. One 
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way through this is to start with a fairly tight focus – but to have something in reserve in 
case things don‟t take off. 

Last, it is important to think about the basic structure of the session – what needs to be 
done when. It is to that we now turn. 

Thinking of beginnings, middles and endings 

There has been a lot written about the different stages that groups and sessions go through 
– but in the end I have found that the most reliable way of thinking about what is going on 
is the most obvious. Sessions have beginnings, middles and ends – each with its own task. 
These are concerned with encouraging exploration, engaging with the subject, and enabling 
people to move on. Gail Evans has suggested that within helping conversations (and for 
my money facilitating sessions) it is worth thinking in terms of the exploration as the first 
quarter of the session; engaging with the subject and developing understanding as the 
middle half; and enabling action and development as the final quarter (2007: 131). We will 
look at each in turn. 

Beginnings – encouraging exploration 

The first quarter or part of the session classically involves three tasks. These involve: 
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 Establishing the focus of the session. Setting up the question or issue that we are going 
to explore. 

 Encouraging trust. Acting so that people are disposed to work together with the 
facilitator to create an environment in which all can participate.  

 Helping people to engage with the subject and each other. Here we might pose some initial 
questions or open up conversations. 

There is no set way of going about this – it changes with the focus of the session and the 
resources we have at our disposal. There are two rules of thumb, I suppose. The first is 
that whatever we choose to do needs to excite interest and commitment. The second is 
that we are looking to invite people into a conversation. If we follow these through then 
there are some obvious things to avoid. These include starting with a PowerPoint 
presentation of the session‟s learning objectives; using icebreakers and trust games (there is 
nothing like a „trust game‟ to stimulate doubts as to whether the other group members can 
be trusted); and appearing to be unprepared or unclear („So what shall we talk about 
today?).  

Some classic beginnings include establishing the focus by using a short video clip – perhaps 
from YouTube; stating the focus and encouraging exploration by asking people to work on 
some aspect of it in twos, threes or small groups; working with some of the participants 
beforehand so that they set the scene by making a short presentation. 
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Middles – engaging with the subject and developing understanding 

The middle half of the session involves deepening the exploration so that people gain a 
better understanding of the issue or question – and how it might relate to them.  

When thinking about what might be involved in this middle half it is worth bearing in mind 
that the form of learning mostly associated with facilitators is experiential. There will be 
times when it is necessary for us as facilitators to make a more formal presentation or input 
as a way of deepening exploration. Mostly though, we either need to encourage people to 
reflect and build new understandings. As a starter we might ask people to: 

 Take part in an activity that may highlight or dramatize the questions and issues 
we are exploring. Examples here include role play and simulation, extracts from 
programmes, films or videos, case studies, and other group activities. Or  

 Return to some previous experience – for example looking at something that 
happened in their work.  

The process involved is much as we discussed in earlier units on reflecting on our 
experiences and on informal education. As you will probably remember we talked about 
reflection as an activity in which people 'recapture their experience, think about it, mull it 
over and evaluate it' (Boud, Keogh and Walker 1985: 19). In this we looked at three 
aspects:  
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 Returning to experience - that is to say recalling or detailing relevant events.  

 Attending to (or connecting with) feelings - this had two aspects: using helpful feelings 
and removing or containing obstructive ones. 

 Evaluating experience - this involves re-examining experience in the light of we 
trying to do and our existing knowledge etc. It also involves integrating this new 
knowledge into our thinking. (ibid: 26-31) 

As facilitators we might ask questions, summarize what has been said or we have seen 
going in the group; or make observations or comments to help people to address the 
different aspects of reflection. We might also say relatively little. Three things are worth 
remember here.  

First, much of the job of facilitation is done by our presence in the group rather than our 
being the centre of activity. If we are able to communicate realness, a care and respect for 
the group, and empathy by the way we conduct ourselves then this can rub off on others. It 
can help to build an environment in which feelings can be expressed and work done. 

Second, when exploring tensions in the group, sensitive questions, or issues where people 
have strong feelings it is worth bearing in mind that a key task is containment. Our job is to 
help to make the group/session a safe place for dialogue and exploration while also 
encouraging honesty and challenge. Too much intervention and we can quickly be seen as 
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taking sides or as closing down debate; too little causes a vacuum and can make the 
situation feel unsafe. 

Third, our job is both to encourage people to explore the tasks, issues and questions that 
are the focus of the session and to help the group itself to work better and to take 
responsibility.  

Endings – enabling people to move on 

The final quarter or part of the session is concerned with helping people to make an 
assessment of their understanding of the issue, task or question that is the focus of the 
session and what, if any, action they need to take individually or as a group. It is also about 
bringing the session to a close. Together these allow people to move on. 

The key tasks entail enabling people to: 

 Take stock. As facilitators we need to help people to take stock of where they have 
got to. We might do this as a whole group activity, or ask people to work 
individually, in pairs or in small groups.  

 Identify any goals and what they need to commit to, and do, to achieve them. There may be 
things for the group to do as a whole, for individuals to do on behalf of the 
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group, and for individuals for their own situation. One of the key tasks of 
facilitators here is to help people with, as Gerard Egan (2002, 2006) has put it, the 
„commitment process‟. This first entails helping people to use their imaginations 
to spell out possibilities for a better future - asking people what they want and 
need and discovering some of the possibilities. In sessions this might involve 
„brain-storming‟, writing possible stories, encouraging questions that open up 
different futures (Egan 2002: 263-73). It then means helping people to choose 
appropriate, realistic and challenging goals - asking people to consider what they 
want, given the possibilities. What is it that people actually want to be able to do?  
Last, it means working with people to find incentives for committing to their 
„change agenda‟.  

 Manage the end of the session. Here the task is to help people to finish off the business 
of the session – and to begin to make themselves ready for what they are going to 
do next. For us as facilitators there is also the need to round things off, and to 
make sure we are not rushed into hasty promises about what further we can offer 
i.e. making promises we cannot keep. 

It is important not to be too pushy or prescriptive about enabling action. The last thing we 
want at this stage is leaving people with the feeling that they have been railroaded into 
something – but they do need to be invited to think about any implications for them and 
their lives. It may be that there is no particular action for people to take – that simply 
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talking about something is enough for the moment. Also, it might be that our aim was 
simply to ask people to entertain some idea or possible course of action not to act on it.  

A similar thing applies to managing the end of the session. Here it is worth remembering 
again that part of your task throughout the session is to help the group to take 
responsibility for its own work and to develop the ability of its members to help each other 
and to act together. The danger at this stage is that the wrong sort of intervention on our 
part can leave people feeling they have been managed – rather than them managing 
themselves. Some things worth doing are: 

 Reminding people of the time left when there is about five minutes to go.  

 Making sure that any contributions or questions you ask don‟t open up any huge 
questions for immediate discussion. 

 Thanking people for participating in the group/session.  

 Summarizing what you have promised to do. 

 Scheduling the next session and agreeing what it will be about (if there is one) 
and/or acknowledging what has been achieved. 
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REFLECTION POINT: Think about sessions you have been in that have been facilitated by 

another person. How did they try to structure the session – and does it relate in any way to 

what we have been looking at here? How have you planned sessions? 

Responding to the moment 

If we are to work with the feelings and concerns of people in the group then there will 
often be times when we need to go „off-plan‟. It could be that we have simply got the focus 
of the session wrong – and that more appropriate things to explore appear in conversation 
and activity. Sometimes we simply need to tear the plan up when people appear with a 
pressing problem or question. Facilitators have to think on their feet (Doel 2006: 50). 

As facilitators we have to make tricky judgements in this area. By sticking to a plan we can 
miss important opportunities for learning. By following what comes up we can end up 
knee deep in trivia or frustrating members who want to explore the original focus.  

When making judgements of this sort is worth bearing in mind a couple of points. First, as 
informal educators know, „going with the flow' opens up all sorts of possibilities. We can 
get into very rewarding areas. There is the chance, for example, to connect with the 
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questions, issues and feelings that are important to people, rather than what we think might 
be important (see Jeffs and Smith 2005). 

Second, working in this way carries a degree of risk. However, if we reflect on what we do, 
and continue to think about what might help members of the group as whole to flourish 
and work together, then we are more likely to make good decisions. 

REFLECTION POINT: How comfortable are you with responding to the moment?  

Dealing with problematic behaviour 

Very few sessions – if they mean anything to those involved – go smoothly. People will get 
upset with each other from time to time, some will resist getting involved in the work. This 
inevitably creates anxiety for us as facilitators. 

The first thing to say about this is that making the best response is something we learn 
rather than taught by others. We learn through experience, through reflecting on people 
and situations; and thinking about what worked for us, and what did not. Over the years a 
number of books have appeared that give handy hints for teachers seeking to manage 
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classroom behaviour. The problem with a lot of them is that so much of dealing with 
problematic behaviour is wrapped up with our personalities. A handy hint for one person 
can be a disaster for another. 

Second, there is a very real sense in which we need to treat problematic behaviour as a gift. 
It can tell us a lot about the relationships in the group – and about what we might need to 
be working on with the group. It can also provide us with feedback about the way we are 
being experienced as facilitators, or about the subject matter we are dealing with. We need 
to work so that difficult and disrespectful behaviour is contained and channelled into 
productive activity. 

Third, facilitating is all about relationship. As our relationship with a group or individual 
develops, so our – and their - capacity to respond in the best way is likely to grow. When 
starting work with a particular individual or group there will be tensions as we get used to 
each other and become more comfortable with our roles. As we get to know each other 
better it might be that people will say more personally challenging things about themselves 
and others in the group. Things change and we do with them. 

Fourth, as has been said several times already, our task as facilitators is to work with 
individuals and groups to take responsibility for their own learning and actions. Our 
interventions in challenging situations need to bear this in mind. There may situations 
where people‟s safety (physical and emotional) is our overriding consideration and we have 
to act quickly or directly to contain things. Examples here include someone threatening 



Facilitating sessions 

53 

another member of the group, doing something that could endanger themselves and/or 
others, and talking about others in highly disparaging ways. However, for the most part our 
first action should be towards involving the group in containing the situation and 
channelling the behaviour into more productive activities. 

Last, we need to make sure that we keep our brains engaged. We may get angry or be upset. 
But if we are to help with the channelling of other people‟s emotions, we need to channel 
our own. In this we go straight back to what Carl Rogers was talking about when setting 
out his core conditions for facilitation. We need to be real while at the same time prizing, 
trusting and respecting others, and trying to look at the situation from their point of view 
as well as our own. We need to be looking for how our intervention is impacting on others. 

In short, dealing with problematic and disrespectful behaviour is about staying with the 
basics that we have been discussing here. We need to attend to our three foci – thinking 
group, attending to purpose, staying in touch with ourselves. 

Conclusion 

In this section we have been looking at the nature of facilitation and how set about 
working with a group in a session. Our role as facilitators is to help groups to work 
together respectfully and truthfully; and to help them to explore particular and respond to 
certain issues and questions.  
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As Roger Schwarz (2002: 14) has commented, „Facilitation is challenging work that calls 
forth a range of emotions‟. It also involves certain values and ways of treating people. Each 
of us has our own style and approach – and it is that uniqueness, that realness, that makes 
our contribution possible. 
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Developing programmes and activities  

4. Managing groups 

About this section 

We can all think of groups we have been involved with which have been successful and 
others which have not. When a group works well it can be highly productive; when it does 
not it can be frustrating. 

The actions of the person responsible for the group are of fundamental importance to its 
operation. For a formal group to achieve its potential, it requires skilled help to move a 
collection of individuals towards developing a common purpose and a sense of cohesion, 
where members feel valued and able to engage in group tasks. The worker responsible for 
the group must be able to change and develop, to adapt to the functioning of the group. As 
the dynamics within the group change, so should the approach taken by the group worker.  

Howard Nurden 



Managing groups 

57 

Leaders and leadership 

While one person is usually designated the „leader‟ of a group, many may exercise 
„leadership‟.  

The term „leader‟ is often used simply to indicate the person or persons with a designated 
leadership role within a group – for example, a chairperson, director, consultant, warden, 
group worker or facilitator.  

On the other hand, „leadership‟ is a function where one group member exerts influence 
over others. Leadership can have a positive or negative effect on the group, and can be 
displayed by any individual at any time. In this sense, the term 'leader' can apply to any group 
member who is exercising leadership.  

There are various theories about leaders and leadership:  

 First, trait theory assumes leaders are born and not made – a theory that is largely 
discredited and unsupported by research.  

 Second, the position theory, in which leaders are defined by the formal roles they 
hold within the group.  
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 Third, the notion of style, which recognises that leaders can be autocratic, democratic 
or laissez-faire, and that a different style is appropriate at different times.  

 And, fourth, there is the contingency model. This is most helpful to the group 
leader, as it gives different styles for different situation variables. It recognises that 
there are times for the group leader to concentrate on task leadership, and other times 
to concentrate on maintenance functions (Brown 1992: 79; Benson 2001: 70-1). To be 
effective, a group requires the leader to be able to exercise both these types of 
leadership. Later we shall consider what these different functions involve for the 
worker in practice. 

The qualities required for leadership are dictated by the needs of the group. Viewed in 
relation to the group, leadership is a quality of its structure. Joan Matthews makes this 
point clearly: 

leadership is related to facts about the group in which it occurs rather than, or at 
any rate as well as, to the personality of the leader . . . different groups produce 
different kinds of leaders and the same group may throw up different leaders in 
different circumstances. (1966: 49) 

The notions of leader and leadership need to be considered by those responsible for 
working with groups. However, the terms are not necessarily the most helpful for group 
workers to apply to themselves. 
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The concept of management 

Peter Drucker in his book Management, identifies the concept of management as something 
people have become aware of over the last 50 years (1977: 11). Management as a function, 
a discipline and an area of study are all products of this century. In our society the major 
social tasks are performed in and through organised institutions, each of which is entrusted 
to „managers‟. Drucker divides management into five operations: 

1. Planning: setting objectives and goals, determining how to achieve these, and 
communicating them to others. 

2. Organising: analysing activities, classifying the work, structuring it and selecting 
people to perform set jobs. 

3. Integrating: motivating and communicating, making a team out of the people 
involved. 

4. Measuring: establishing yardsticks which will help focus both individuals and the 
whole, enabling the performance to be appraised and interpreted. 

5. Developing people: management should lead to the development of people; all 
involved, including the manager. 

Drucker sees management as a function and not about power: 'It is the responsibility for 
contribution. Function, rather than power has to be the distinctive contribution and the 
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on-going principle' (op. cit.: 18). Managers are not, therefore, so-called because of their 
command over people, but because they work with people as their specific resource.  

REFLECTION POINT: Looking at the five operations of management, can you identify times 

when you have taken on those aspects of management in your work?....are some elements of 

management easier than others for you? 

Management and leadership 

Working with people involves being concerned with their development. To achieve this, 
the manager requires a basic quality over and above any specific skills, this being integrity 
of character. Drucker states that what a manager does can be analysed systematically and 
can be learnt. However, the one quality a manager cannot acquire, but must bring to the 
task, is not genius but „character‟. 

I consider this concept of management to be more helpful than the notion of „leaders‟ and 
„leadership‟ to our consideration of the worker's role within a formal group. Every group 
needs someone whose function is to plan, organise, integrate, measure and develop people. 
Within formal groups, the worker must take responsibility for making the contributions 
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necessary for the group to be effective. This responsibility, not rank or title, defines the 
manager, who requires integrity, not genius, to carry out the role. 

The worker’s role 

Intervention – and non-intervention 

The group worker's manner of interaction with the group is crucial. Initially it is their 
responsibility to create a warm, friendly atmosphere, being respectful to all and open to 
criticism. It is the worker's role to encourage the group to be involved. It is important to 
create interest and to open up subjects, rather than close them down. 

Silence is important in compelling the group to develop its own resources. This does not 
mean that the role is passive, but rather that the worker should be clear on when it is 
relevant to intervene. Such intervention will include keeping the group to the task, 
interpreting contributions which may not have been understood fully by all, helping the shy 
to contribute and the extrovert to keep quiet, summarising as necessary, and keeping the 
boundaries of time. 

Core tasks 

For a group to be effective there needs to be consensus about its purpose. It is necessary 
for individuals to share their expectations and for differences to be resolved. The group 
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should be working towards a common aim, and the group worker should make it clear 
what opportunities will be presented to it. The members should share goals, and discuss 
what steps must be taken to achieve these. They must also identify what needs must be met 
before these steps can be taken. 

The group worker must therefore initiate discussions about both purpose and structure, 
working towards the development of cohesion and consensus, in which the group's task is 
clear, where aims are negotiated and specific objectives formulated within them. The more 
realistic and relevant the aims, the better the group worker will enable the group to work 
together, finding appropriate styles and content.  

It is also part of the worker's role to ensure that the group evaluates how the aims are being 
met, through reflection, review and feedback. The worker also uses the group's aims as a 
help in recognising when it is appropriate to intervene. 

Self-disclosure 

It is important for workers to acknowledge the personal baggage, which they bring into the 
group. Group managers should be aware of their own values and recognise how the 
group's values may differ from their own. Self-disclosure to the group at appropriate times 
will help the worker to be seen as a real person. Group workers should encourage members 
to critically assess their contributions, and should not set themselves up as founts of all 
knowledge. 
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Joint leadership 

Where two workers are managing the group together, it is important to remember that 
while disagreement is healthy, competitiveness is not. Once the group is established, co-
workers should discuss ideas about the group within it, using dialogue with other group 
members to resolve issues. If co-workers are able to work through their differences, share 
their thoughts and support each other, this will help others within the group to do the 
same. 

Management skills 

According to Alan Brown (1993), the skills required in group management are diverse. The 
worker needs to work with individuals, the group and the environment. It is necessary to 
be able to communicate verbally and non-verbally in all these directions. Brown goes on to 
identity necessary general skills, such as group creation, group maintenance, group task 
achievement and group culture development, as well as specific skills relating to particular 
groups. These categories cover a vast array of skills. 

Authority, control, status 

Much that happens in groups revolves around issues of authority, control and status.  
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Authority and control 

Group workers will often have formal authority deriving from their role, professional 
authority from their training, and personal authority from their personality. With this 
authority comes different forms of power, which may include the power to reward, to 
punish or to be the expert. This power may lead to the worker being able to exert control 
over the group.  

Workers may feel discomfort about their authority, but at the same time may fear losing 
control. It is not helpful if the worker denies their authority. Fears workers may have of 
losing authority often arise from the false premise that the group „belongs‟ to them and that 
they are responsible for controlling it. In fact, the group will work much better if the 
members are able to exercise their own control.  

But authority does not lie with the worker alone. Group members carry authority and 
power, potentially to control and/or influence individuals, the worker and the group as a 
whole. Exercising such power and control takes different forms, including the obviously 
vocal and the more subtle manipulations. 
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Lang (in Brown op. cit.: 75) devised a continuum to indicate the different ways control may 
be shared between workers and members: 

leader-controlled    shared control          member-controlled 

The balance of control will move back and forth along this continuum. The worker should 
aim for it to be placed appropriately for each moment of the group's life. The group must 
accept the worker's authority as well as their own. To this end the worker should enable 
their groups to function well at all parts of the continuum.  

How control is to be exercised should be discussed in the group, and norms should be set 
to help it take responsibility for its own functioning. The following are some issues which 
may be discussed: 

 how are members expected to behave and relate in the group? 

 what rules and sanctions are to be set? 

 what is the attitude to late arrivals, non-attendance and rule-breaking? 

 what is confidential to the group? How are rules to be changed?  

 who exercises control to enforce what has been agreed? 
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It is appropriate for workers to discuss their authority in relation to the group. It is helpful 
to share any different perceptions of this, as this will affect interactions within the group. 

Any way in which the worker influences the group is an exercise in control. This should be 
used to further the purpose of the group. The worker should seek to establish relationships 
which will enable others to share control, even if they are not used to it. Control should be 
exercised in order to open up situations and not to close down discussions. The worker 
should not dominate. Milson describes a dominating worker thus: 

He fits into discussions that are formal, which allow him the full use of authority. 
He avoids critical discussion. In my opinion that is a sign of his weakness and lack 
of ability to lead a group of mature people, and as such he feels threatened by this 
possible exposure. (1973:161) 

The experience of group members should be valued as the worker seeks to create an 
environment in which control is shared. This is not about a lack of activity from the 
worker, but occurs through the quality of the interventions made.  

The group manager should work with the group, consulting with others. The aim is that 
finding consensus and looking for praise, blame or discipline comes from others in the 
group than the worker. This is a slower way of working than the dominating model, but 
goes further to achieve the development of individuals. The right amount of intervention is 
required, which means the worker has to be continually making decisions about their 
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approach. Decisions need to be made about whether to be directive or non-directive, 
confronting or non-confronting, structured or non-structured, disclosing or non-disclosing, 
giving information or withholding information.  

Status 

It is also important for workers to recognise the status which is attached to roles or 
individuals within the group. By status here we mean how one role or position is viewed in 
relation to another. It might be held in esteem or seen as lowly. Status may be attached to 
given authority, or it may reflect gender stereotypes, attitudes to jobs, past experiences or 
age. When managing a group workers should be aware of the status held by themselves and 
others. They must be prepared to question both the appropriateness of this and the effects 
it has on the group. 

REFLECTION POINT: Think of an area in your life in which you have authority….where does 

this authority come from?...how do you exercise control as a result of this authority?...what 

status does it give you? 
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Management of group sessions 

For a group session to function effectively, it needs the following: 

 a common purpose; 

 some organisation; 

 clear boundaries; 

 a freedom from inhibiting sub-groups; 

 the valuing of individuals; 

 a capacity to face discontentment and resolve conflict. 

It may not be easy, but it is important to work towards these requirements in each group 
session. To achieve this goal it is necessary to be aware not only of what the group does, but 
also of how it does it.  

When managing group sessions, the worker must be able to recognise and understand the 
group dynamics the interactions between members, which are intricate, often subtle and can 
be hard to track. Behaviours such as scapegoating, silence, dominance by individuals, 
clowning, formation of subgroups, dependency on leaders and conflict may all occur within 
group sessions. The worker should have the skills and enough knowledge of the group 
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processes to understand these dynamics, and this should inform the future actions of the 
group manager. 

There are certain questions to ask to help in understanding these processes; 

 what are the aims of the group, and how do these differ from individuals' aims? 

 what are the patterns of participation?....who speaks a lot and who is silent, who 
talks to who, who gets interrupted etc.?. 

 how is leadership and influence taking place?…does it rotate or do some 
individuals normally take the lead, whose proposals are acted upon, who do people 
identity with emotionally, is there co-operation? 

 what roles have individuals taken on?....are these roles inhibiting or beneficial? (This 
includes both formal roles such as secretary or chairperson, and informal roles such 
as rebel, bully, critic.)  

 how are decisions made?...is it by vote, consensus or by certain individuals?....is 
there negotiation and how does it occur?...do some people have more sway over 
decisions?...how does this affect the group? 

 what is the atmosphere and morale like?…do members attack and withdraw, are 
there cliques, is it fun, do individuals work together, are past wrongs raised? 
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 what are the norms and ground rules?....which behaviours are acceptable?...what 
rules are implicit or explicit?...are these helpful or not? 

Stages of group life 

Recognising and acting on the dynamics within a group is rarely easy. Many studies have 
been done to identity the various stages which groups go through. It may be helpful to 
consider what some of these stages are, and to state what the workers' role may be at each 
stage. The stages will not necessarily happen in a set order, but group workers should have 
an understanding of the possible stages to help them make the best decisions for the group. 

 In the joining stage the worker should help the group to set boundaries, open up 
issues, search for commonality, promote interaction and find the most appropriate 
level of control and authority.  

 As the group begins to work together, the worker offers more feedback than direction, 
being flexible in approach, checking things out with the group and identifying any 
required resources.  

 As the group goes on to revise its purpose and task, the worker should encourage 
members to make decisions and be aware of the effect of these decisions on others.  
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 When the group is working well together and achieving its goal, the worker should not 
be central to the process, but should work to promote and emphasise the capabilities of 
individuals to succeed, and should continue to provide the structures in which this can 
happen.  

 As the group terminates, the worker should encourage members to share their feelings 
and recognise what they have gained from being part of the group. 

REFLECTION POINT: Does the concept of stages help to illuminate the dynamics of any 

group to which you belong?…what stage is it at now?…what does the group need next in 

order to progress? 
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Ten guidelines for managing groups 

1. Be aware of all the resources you have, including yourself 

2. Understand your position in the group and how you are perceived by others, being 
aware of issues of control, authority and status. 

3. Win respect in the group by the way you carry out your role, rather than by its prestige. 

4. Understand the processes and dynamics which are occurring in the group. 

5. Have an awareness of yourself; do not be unduly inflated by praise or deflated by 
criticism; come to terms with relevant past experiences. 

6. Be open to what you may get out of a group, but remember the priority is the needs of 
the group. 

7. Be sensitive to the needs of others, and work to provide opportunities for their 
development, remembering that this sometimes involves saying difficult things. 

8. Communicate well and work in a way which develops co-operation amongst the group. 

9. Think carefully about the timing and purpose of your interventions; they should neither 
take away the group's own resources or leave the group floundering for too long. 

10. Be flexible and respond to the changing mood and dynamics of the group. 
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In conclusion 

Groups need to be managed appropriately in order to function successfully. We have seen 
how this management is not a fixed characteristic in individuals, but is a contribution 
necessary to each group's functioning.  

We have seen how it is necessary to be able to distinguish between the group's tasks, 
maintenance needs and processes. Various steps can be taken by the worker to enable the 
group to achieve its goal. Themes will emerge, disappear and reappear. It is always helpful 
to acknowledge these themes, and enable the group to explore them using open-ended 
comments, which invite interaction. 

The group worker should seek to create opportunities for individuals and the whole group 
to develop. This work can be rewarding, but it is also difficult and, at times, stressful. 
Above all, group workers must have time to reflect on their work with the group. This 
reflection will take many different forms both inside and outside the group, and it should 
inform future actions. 
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Developing programmes and activities  

5. Programme planning 

About this section 

Is there a place for programme planning in informal education? After all, informal 
educators work by taking advantage of opportunities that arise through chance encounters, 
rather than by organising „courses‟ or „lessons‟. They are concerned with the process of 
how people learn, creating a climate within which learning takes place, rather than having a 
set curriculum that learners must follow. 

The idea of planning a programme sounds too calculated and more suited to a formal 
education setting. But I suggest that having a programme and planning is one way that we 
can enable people to take responsibility for their own learning.  

I do not offer a 'blueprint' for programme planning, but I suggest some ways the task can 
be approached. My examples are based on what I learned from working with a team of 
informal educators (youth workers), over a period of time. Although these suggestions 
were made by youth workers they are applicable to any setting in which informal education 
takes place, including that of young carers as helpers. 

Anne Foreman 
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The nature of a programme 

Put aside any notion of a programme being simply a carefully planned list of events - a 
visiting speaker, a discussion, an outdoor excursion. In essence it is a series of experiences 
and activities designed to build relationships, impart information or develop organisational 
skills. For informal educators, the main purpose is to enable interaction to take place (see 
Riley 2001). As Josephine Macalister Brew wrote many years ago it is a process of trial and 
error – „as we are prepared to build and plan sow we must also be prepared to discard‟ 
(1957: 202). 

Interventions made by informal educators are shaped by the relationship between 
themselves and the learners. Conversation and exploration has to take place. What form 
the various activities that provide the focus for intervention actually take will be easy to 
determine, if appropriate relationships exist. As we saw in our earlier discussion of 
facilitation 'Content will fall into place if there is dialogue between learners and educators' 
(Foreman 1990: 35). 

Programme planning in informal education 

First, consider this basic question: 'What do people learn as a result of your work and how 
do you make this happen?' Note that the question is not 'What are the desired learning 
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outcomes of your work?' This is a deliberate distinction. We start from what is actually 
happening, rather than on what is „supposed‟ to happen (the hoped-for learning outcomes). 

For example… 

On a residential with a youth work team, we decided to approach programme planning by 

building on what was actually happening, rather than on learning outcomes. The shift in 

approach may appear to be minor, but was not experienced as such by the team. In particular, 

the less experienced members felt more equal by taking an approach that was unfamiliar to 

all. The first task was to look at a recent piece of work and identity what had been learned. 

We chose to examine the project’s response to the threatened loss of a local facility. Some of 

the learning was identified as: 

 thinking things through; 

 organisational skills, letter writing, using the telephone, the word processor; 

 listening to each other's views; 

 thinking about the future; 

 coping with disappointment; 

 deciding what was important. 
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Looking at programming in this way also enabled those team members to clarify their 

understanding of the key areas of learning. Hence, the focus for intervention for them 

was situations that enabled thinking, listening and deciding. The activity led to much 

creative thinking about how we could create situations that enable learners to think, to 

listen and to decide.  

 

An examination of what has been learned leads naturally to the second part of the basic 

question - 'what do people learn as a result of your work and how do you make that 

happen?' The experience for that youth work team was a liberating session on situations 

that assist thinking, listening and deciding what could be planned.  

 

This was not evaluation with a view to replicating a 'successful' piece of work. It became 

much more free-ranging, causing people to use their imaginations, think differently, talk 

openly about their philosophies and values, and aspire to a deeper connection between 

those values and their practice. But free ranging discussions and ideals need to be rooted 

in the practical if they are to have a chance of being realised.  

REFLECTION POINT: What learning is going on in your project?....how could you use that as 

a basis for future activities? 
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Key elements 

There are some basic factors informal educators need to bear in mind when planning. In 
particular, it helps to know: 
 

 the developmental/learning needs of the learners; 

 the social and political context of their lives; 

 skills/interests of the informal educators; 

 the resources available; 

 the overall aims of the agency. 
 

 REFLECTION POINT: Use the framework above to review key elements in your future 

programme. Does using this approach suggest any possible new directions for your work?  
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Taking time to plan 

Planning takes time. This might seem obvious, but your employers/managers will need to 
give time for planning their support for you. Therefore, you should develop strategies to 
get this support. Exploring these basic practicalities can lead to greater awareness of; and 
insight into, how learners can take responsibility for their own learning, and how much 
time may be needed for that responsibility to be assumed.  

If time is not allowed for reflection, any planning is likely to be an expression of the 
skills/interest of the practitioners and/or the aims of the agency, but will almost certainly 
neglect the relationship between the educators and learners. This sort of programme will 
attract its followers and will probably look good in the agency's annual report. But does it 
really address the purpose of informal education? Will people's lives be changed/enhanced 
in any but the most marginal way through it? What will you as an informal educator learn 
from it or contribute to it? 

 REFLECTION POINT: When do you take time for the planning process?....who is 

involved?  
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The function of evaluation 

The most obvious purpose of evaluation is to check out performance against the set aims 
and objectives of the agency. Did the event happen? Were the objectives appropriate? 
Were they met? Who took part? What was learned? What could be done differently? 
However, since I suggest that having a programme and planning it may not necessarily be 
as straightforward as you might imagine, it follows that evaluation needs some thought too.  

The evaluation described above can be a discrete part of the overall work. It can be done 
occasionally and with people who have not participated in what is being evaluated 
(managers, committee members, policy makers, funders). The purpose of this sort of 
evaluation is to check what is going on and the methods used.  

It is entirely right that questions be asked about the use of time, money and practitioners' 
skills. However, evaluation that explores the role of programme planning in the context of 
informal education is not helped by this method.  

Programmes that are about constructive interventions in the lives of others need to have 
evaluation as an integral part of the process (Jeffs and Smith 2005; Rogers and Smith 2006). 
The question that needs to be constantly asked is 'what is being learned here?'. That 
question is best addressed and reflected upon by those engaged in the learning. Only by 
looking at what is being learned can conclusions be drawn about what action might follow. 
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The native Americans of Minnesota have a proverb that says 'Never judge a man until you 
have walked a moon in his moccasins' (Konopka 1972: 72). The moccasins are not merely 
to be „tried on for size‟, they are to be walked in - and not just for a few days, but for a 
month. Only then will an understanding dawn on what it feels like to be that other person.  

As informal educators you will need to work to understand the realities of life for the 
learners you encounter. You can do this, not necessarily by walking in the learners‟ shoes, 
but by identifying what you need to learn about the factors that shape their lives - work, 
health, class, education, race, gender, injustice. If informal educators learn this and act upon 
it, it becomes feasible to make a difference in people's lives. It is not easy, it can be 
frustrating, it is certainly challenging, but it is possible. 

 REFLECTION POINT: How could you go about involving learners in evaluation of the 

work you do?...What have you learned about the factors that shape their lives?  
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Developing programmes and activities  

6. Assessment and progression 

 

About this section 

A quick definition of assessment is that it is a way of finding out how your groups are 
getting on. It is a way of demonstrating that these changes have taken place. 

In this section we will look at ways in which you, and the individuals and groups you are 
working with, can assess what has been achieved in formal group settings. We expect that 
as a result of their participation members will have changed their attitudes; gained new 
information (for example, how to adopt a constitution); changed their behaviour (for 
example, become more assertive and less aggressive).  

Lynn Tett 
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Assessment 

Stephen Brookfield gives an example of how someone measured their progress: 

Spluttering, coughing out what seems to be pure chlorine, I raise my head out of 
the water to see where I am. I know where I am in a larger sense - I'm in an adult 
swimming class - but where am I in the pool? When I open my eyes, remove the 
chlorine solution and see that I1m at the other end of the pool from where I 
started a few minutes ago - that I've swum a length - I feel a startling jolt of pride, 
an unalloyed rush of pure happiness. I can9t believe it - I've actually swum a 
length of a swimming pool! Me, who thought that practically all aspects of the 
physical, athletic world were closed to me. At some level, I believed I could never 
do this, never make it down from one end of a swimming pool to another . . . . 
On almost any measurement scale for assessing progress as a swimmer, my 
performance in swimming the length is pretty pitiful, not to say pathetic . . . . But 
that doesn't matter, or even register with me; my feeling of pride is so 
overwhelming as to make this first ever swimming of a length a critical high point 
in . . . my experiences as a learner in the last ten years. (1993:21-2) 
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REFLECTION POINT: Think about a learning experience that was a big achievement for you, 

but would have been easy for many other people. What does that tell you about assessing 

progress? 

You might have said that: 

 assessment is about measuring an individual's achievements; 

 it is more about viewing learners as whole persons than about assessing skills 
against objective norms; 

 we should take people's experience into account so that we know where they have 
come from, as well as what they have achieved. 

Let us now examine the reasons for assessing progress. 
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Why assess a group's progress? 

The participants in the group, the group leader, the project organiser and the funders of the 
group, may all have different reasons for wanting to assess progress:  

 The group member may wish to demonstrate that she can now do something she 
could not do before.  

 The group leader may want to show that learning has taken place.  

 The project organiser may want to know how many groups are realising their 
objectives.  

 The funders may need to be convinced that they are getting good value for their 
money.
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For example…. 

Below is a list of reasons for assessing progress. Tick those which you think are most 

important, and add some of your own. 

To help decide what the next stage of the programme should be: 

To help modify the content and pace of the programme 

To measure the effectiveness of the teaching and learning strategies 

To increase the participants' confidence and personal satisfaction 

To provide a record of achievement 

To change or increase the participants' expectations 

To provide data for the evaluation of the provision 

To help establish appropriate levels of resourcing 
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You probably found that your view of assessment was influenced by your own role. Trying 
to decide what the important reasons are for you helps you to understand the value of 
assessment. It is equally important that the people who participate in your groups have the 
same opportunity. We will be considering ways to help them do this in the next section. 

Methods of assessment 

Assessment can be informal, but it is useful to record what has happened. To assess if 
taking part in the group has changed the participants in some way we need to be clear both 
about our own aims and those of the participants. These may be different from ours, so it 
is important to find out what participants expect. We must also remember that learning is 
often about individual change and the achievement that goes with that, as we saw earlier. 

Here are two methods that you could use to assess the progress of the group or course as a 
whole. 

Performance indicators 

I like the definition of Performance Indicators (PIs) in the Performance Indicators Scheme 
for the Community Education Service in Scotland.  
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PIs are a standardised approach to the assessment of an organisation's effectiveness 
and efficiency, which leads to a profile of the organisation's performance on 
fundamental matters (SOED, 1993).  

This definition helps us see that PIs are not perfect measures, and that the decision about 
what constitutes „fundamental matters‟ is crucial. PIs should not be imposed from outside, 
but should reflect your overall purpose and the context in which you are working. 

Deciding on appropriate PIs for your group involves you, and the members of the group, 
in deciding what it is that you are trying to achieve. Remember that the measurable should 
not drive out the important.  

Sometimes the PIs you use can be quantitative, such as the number of people who attend 
your group regularly, or the percentage of people who achieve their own learning goals. 
Sometimes they are qualitative, such as group members' satisfaction with their 
participation, or the quality of the teaching and learning experience.  

It is usually best to have a mixture, because this will give you a better picture of the whole 
experience, and also because having some easy PIs will allow you to spend more time 
finding ways to assess the more difficult qualitative indicators. 
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For example… 

Looking at the swimming class in the story above: 

 something about the improvement in the participants' swimming skills might be a 

quantitative indicator.  

 a qualitative indicator might be an increase in the self-esteem of participants. 

REFLECTION POINT: Could you use performance indicators with any of your groups? 
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Learning outcomes and performance criteria 

Learning outcomes tell you what someone is expected to be able to do by the end of a 
programme of learning.  

Performance criteria are the means by which you assess whether or not the learning 
outcomes have been achieved.  

The main advantage of this system of assessing progress is that you and the learners are 
clear from the start about what they are expected to achieve and how to demonstrate that 
achievement. The main disadvantages are that trying to be clear and unambiguous takes 
time, does not allow for unexpected or incidental learning to be assessed, and sometimes 
leads to language which is difficult to understand. 

Most of these disadvantages can be avoided, if you remember that learning outcomes 
should be designed so that they are achievable by the participants within a reasonable time 
frame. Learning outcomes (LOs) should also be meaningful. That is, they should describe 
an achievement that is relevant to the programme and credible to the participants. [An 
example of an LO for the swimming class might be that by the end of the programme 
participants will have increased their swimming skills.] 
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It is important that performance criteria can be directly observed or measured. So, you should 
refer either to a process (for example, the swimming pool is entered confidently) or a 
product (for example, a width of the pool is swum using any stroke). 

REFLECTION POINT: What potential do you see for using learning outcomes and 

performance criteria with any of your groups? 

The next group of methods is most often used to assess the progress of individual 
participants. I start with the things that your participants can do themselves, and finish with 
tests that you devise and apply. 

Seff-assessment 

The main advantage of this method is that participants are able to measure their own 
learning in ways that make sense to them. It is usually helpful, however, to help agree the 
criteria against which progress can be measured. These might include participants recording 
their knowledge, skills, attitudes, behaviours at the beginning of the programme and then 
noting any changes made during, and by the end of it.  
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REFLECTION POINT: Use the blank chart at the end of this item to record your own 

attitudes, knowledge, skills and behaviour in relation to something that you have learnt. …it 

can be anything, e.g. learning to drive…Could you adapt this idea for use with groups with 

whom you work. 

Peer assessment 

Peer assessment involves evaluation by other group members. It might be used to see if 
people have worked well together as a group. It could involve assessment of a talk or a 
photograph. Peer and self-assessment can be combined as shown in the example form at 
the end of the item. 

Another method is to ask participants to keep a diary, in which each charts day by day or 
week by week their experience of the group or course. This method focuses on the process 
of learning rather than the outcome, and tends to be informal in style and structure. It is 
particularly useful if you want to help participants assess their own experience.  

For example, the extract from Stephen Brookfield might have come from his diary. 
Individuals can be encouraged to read each other's diaries, or could take it in turns to keep 
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a diary record of the group's experience. In this way you (the assessor) and the group will 
end up with a record of the course, and you will also have encouraged group cohesiveness 
and trust. 

REFLECTION POINT: Do you see any potential for using peer assessment with any of your 

groups? 

Observational assessment 

Several types of work can be assessed by observation (as opposed to assessment of written 
material). You can ask participants to give a presentation either individually or in groups. 
You can observe participants undertaking a task, or look at an exhibition of their work.  

All of these methods are particularly useful with groups that are not very confident about 
their literacy skills, but are happier talking and doing. They are also useful when you want 
to see whether participants are able to use and apply skills, and when you are interested in 
the process as well as the product.  
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For example, if you are helping a group to learn navigation skills you will want to see how 
they navigate themselves towards their destination as well as seeing if they arrive there. 
Observational methods are suitable too for situations in which the method of assessment 
itself helps to develop skills. For example, if you are running a photography course and 
want members to learn display skills, then an exhibition will help you assess this. 

REFLECTION POINT: Could you use observational assessment with any of your groups? 

Written assignments 

The most common type of written assignment is the essay question. The following 
suggestions will help you to avoid such inappropriate written assessment. 

A useful written exercise is one based on a case-study which requires an answer that 
involves the ability to assess, analyse and evaluate a situation similar to one that participants 
are likely to encounter in their working or personal lives. For example, 'An angry parent 
arrives at the youth club claiming that you suggested it is acceptable to take drugs. What 
would you do?' 
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Another useful type of written assignment is to ask students to interpret evidence. For 
example, 'You have been asked to set up a crèche for the following children. What staff 
and physical resources will you require?'. 

You could also assess diaries, but then you will need to specify what they are to cover. 
One example might be, „Keep a diary in which you write a brief reflection on your thoughts 
and feelings immediately after each group session and then a few days latter. At the end of 
the course look back and summarise the main changes that have taken place and reflect on 
how they have come about.‟ 

REFLECTION POINT: Could written assignments play a part in assessing any of your groups? 

Objective tests 

These are tests which produce answers, responses or products which can be assessed 
objectively. With such tests the criteria must be clear and unambiguous, and there should 
be no scope for idiosyncratic or subjective judgement.  
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An example of an objective test is the task of navigating to a named spot in a set time. 
Everyone would agree that people either got to the right spot in the required time or they 
did not. Other examples are factual questions, such as the sequencing of traffic lights, or 
the age at which people can drink in a public house on their own, to which there is only 
one correct answer. 

The main advantages of objective tests are that they are reliable, a good indicator of what 
the participant can do, and a quick form of assessment to use once you have devised the 
questions. The main disadvantages are that learning can be trivialised and, unless you use a 
very sophisticated scheme, they do not provide feedback. Both of these disadvantages can 
be overcome with care and imagination. 



Assessment and progression 

100 

 

REFLECTION POINT: Imagine that you are working with a group of young people in the area 

of sexual health. What aspects might be suitable for objective tests? 

I expect that even in this sensitive area you could identity a number of factual questions to 
ask. They might have included examples of sexually transmitted disease, or the legal age of 
consent. I hope that this example helps you to see that it is usually possible to think of 
situations in which objective tests could be appropriate. 
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Developing an assessment strategy 

Our choice of assessment methods influences both the process and the outcomes of the 
work of groups and individuals. We have already seen that some methods are better for 
assessing the process of learning, while others are more suitable for looking at the group as 
a whole. You must first identity the purpose of your group so that you can determine the 
right assessment strategy.  

Ask yourself the following questions: 

 How will my assessment methods fit into my overall programme? 

 For what purpose will the assessment be used? 

 How will I use assessment to provide feedback to the participants, myself, funders 
etc.? 

 How am I going to collect the information from assessment? 

 Who will use the information once it is collected? 
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REFLECTION POINT:  Ask yourself the questions above in relation to a group you are 

working with, and use them to develop an assessment strategy. 

Progression: moving on and letting go 

Some groups have a fixed timetable: people join together, work together for a known time, 
and then the group ends. An example might be a first-aid course, which ends with the 
presentation of certificates. Often, however, we are working with groups that people can 
join and leave when they chose, and where the programme is open and negotiated by the 
participants.  

Th open type of programme can sometimes cause difficulties, because people may take 
part for reasons other than those for which the group formally exists. If you are running an 
open adult literacy group, for example, you may find that some of the students are coming 
along mainly for a social chat in a pleasant atmosphere rather than to improve their basic 
skills.  
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You may also find that a group outgrows its original purpose. You may have started a 
football group to encourage boys to join a youth club, but find that, although they are 
winning matches, they are still not taking part in other club activities. Finally, some 
individuals may enjoy being part of a group because it provides a familiar and safe 
environment. 

As well as participants finding it difficult to move on, it is sometimes difficult for leaders to 
let go. It may be hard to see that we have stopped challenging members and are no longer 
able to help them progress. Perhaps our funders assess us in terms of the number of 
participants in our groups, and it is tempting to keep people in our organisation rather than 
encouraging them to move on to another. It is important to point out to your funders that 
they are using the wrong PIs if these are interfering with the best interests of their clients. 

It is important that both you and your group know about opportunities for moving on, 
perhaps to the next, more demanding, stage of a programme (say, from an adult basic 
education group to a communications class at a further education college). It could also 
mean moving sideways, such as from basic navigation skills into basic first aid. These two 
courses may both be at the same level, but together will enable people to be more effective 
in out-of-doors situations. 



Assessment and progression 

104 

 

REFLECTION POINT: Think about situations in which you have found it difficult to let a group 

or individual move on. What strategies could you use to encourage progression? 

The following factors typically make it easier for participants to progress onto the next 
stage: 

 being clear about the purpose of the group; having information about other 
opportunities; 

 having a clear system that helps people take the next step; 

 knowing where guidance opportunities are available. 
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In conclusion 

In this item we have looked at what assessment means, why we should assess a group's 
progress, and what methods of assessment are suitable for different contexts and purposes. 
I have also considered strategies to help people move on to new opportunities. I hope that 
you will be able to use the suggestions here for assessing progress in ways that will enable 
everyone to get the most out of the experience. 
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Self assessment chart 

Areas of learning At the beginning In the middle  At the end 

Attitude 

 

 

 

   

Knowledge 
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Skills 

 

 

 

   

Behaviour 
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Assessing self and peer contributions to a group presentation 

Consider how you have contributed to the presentation. For each of the criteria listed 
below. Comment upon how you think you have worked. Note that what is being looked 
for is self-critical awareness so do not exaggerate your strengths or your limitations. Finally, 
for your overall performance suggest a grade (A-E). Once you have completed your 
assessment pass it to another member of the group for their assessment. 

Name: 

(a)   Attendance at and preparation for the presentation. 

 

(b) Quality of your contribution to the group. To what extent information and ideas that 
were useful to the group? 

 

(c) Receptiveness to the ideas of others, to what extent did you contribute, and listen to 
what they had to say? 
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(d) Facilitating the group's cohesion. To what extent did you encourage others to 
contribute? 

 

(e) Respect and value for others. To what extent did you value others' contributions? 

 

Your Suggested Grade:        

Other Group Member's Grade:       

Your Comments: 

 

Group member‟s comments: 
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Developing programmes and activities  

Pulling it all together 

About this section 

We think it fair to say you have been introduced to a comprehensive range of material, 
which might appear overwhelming.  However, do not despair.  Now, we will attempt to 
integrate parts of all you have read thus far into a practical guide which will assist you 
specifically as a young adult carer embarked on a role as peer-educator.  First, let us remind 
you of the elements you have covered in this unit: 

 Process, product and evaluation 

 Preparing sessions 

 Introducing sessions 

 Managing groups 

 Programme planning 

 Assessment and progression 
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Session example 

Should we attempt to summarise the underlying aim of the material in this Unit, we would 
suggest it helps improve communication with others in the helping role of a peer-educator.   

What we will do now is outline a session as a potential example of working with a group on 
the topic of caring.  There is lots of relevant material available nowadays, which can be 
adapted and we will make some suggestions for you at the end of this unit.   

To devise the example, we draw on and adapt existing material, which is easily accessible, 
taken from “Youth Listens, training and supporting peer mentors” and “Wavelength – A 
handbook of communication strategies for working with young people”. 
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Aims and objectives 

Let us say you are working with a group of young people who are taking part in a 
community project for PSHE in school. 

AIM: To help young people gain a better understanding of caring. 

OBJECTIVES: 

 Understand the value of family life 

 Understand the role of parents and carers 

 Consider other people's point of view 

 Begin to care about the feelings of others 

 Learn where help and support can be found for carers 

A suitable space 

Part of the requirement for this study course is that you are 'placed' for a period of time 
with an organisation/agency/ group in the community as a helper in the role of a peer-
educator.  Therefore, unlike for example, detached youth workers who may at times 
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conduct group work on the streets, it is presumed you will have a suitable 'space'.   

If the space is somewhere used frequently by young people, such as a youth club or 
community centre, you will have opportunities to consult with them and involve them in 
deciding what makes the space attractive and comfortable for working with them in. Some 
questions to consider in selecting a setting are: 

 Are there areas for private conversations? 

 How clean and cared for does it look? 

 Is it a suitable size? 

 Is there graffiti and is it deliberate? 

 What is on the walls – Are posters and notices suitable for all groups? 

 Is there music – who chooses it? 

 Is the furniture comfortable? 

 What kind of message does the environment give to young people? 

 What makes it welcoming or unwelcoming? 

 What would be your first impression, if you were a young person looking for 
support? 

 How safe is it – what would happen if there was a fight or a fire? 

 How welcoming is the environment to: 
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A young person who uses a wheelchair? 
A young person from a minority ethnic group? 
A young person with learning difficulties? 
A young person who has hearing or visual impairment? 
A young lesbian, gay, bisexual or transexual person? 

Introducing sessions 

Now that you have a suitable venue, you might introduce some ice-breakers, such as the 
examples already outlined within the other unit elements, by way of getting to know names 
and sharing information about each other, before introducing the aims and objectives of 
the session.   

Programme 

So, how will you work to achieve these aims and objectives?  A good start is to reflect on 
your own experience of being a young carer.  If you are comfortable at doing it, share with 
the group some of your experiences by way of introducing them to you and to thinking 
about caring.  How will you generate ideas about the topic?  Case studies can help.   

Exercise 
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Divide the group in two.  Give one group the case study of John and the other the case study of Smithy.  
Give them flip chart paper and pens and ask for someone from each group to record and feedback.  Then 
have them discuss their relevant case study and respond to the questions posed.  After discussion is 
completed, (you set a suitable time), invite the recorder to feedback and you facilitate dialogue about the 
topic.  When both groups have reported and dialogue completed, you can tell them John and Smithy are the 
same person – John Smith. 

Case study 1 – John 

John is 15 years old and has looked after his mum ever since she became ill.  She can't get 
out very easily and has had to give up her job.  She is often in pain and gets tired and cross.  
She thinks John is very good at helping out, but she is not so keen on strangers doing it.  
John has an 8 year old sister. 

 Think about John's life before his mum became ill and what his life is like now.  
What has changed for John? 

 Make a list of the things that John might be feeling at the moment.  How might he 
react to these feelings? 

 If John wanted help or someone to talk to which people or organisations could he 
go to? 
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Case study 2 – Smithy 

Smithy is 15.  He used to do all right at school, but for the last couple of years he has been 
absent once or twice a week.  He always gets low marks and never hands his homework in 
on time.  He gets angry very quickly and hits people if he feels they are getting at him.  He 
has been in trouble with the police. 

 Make a list of things that may be going on in Smithy's life at the moment that may 
be influencing the way he is behaving. 

 Make a list of the things that Smithy may be feeling at the moment 

 What should the school do about Smithy? 

 

The task now is for the group to discuss how John Smith's problems at home affected his 
life both at school and at home and what support and help are available for him.  This can 
be done with questions and answers or give the groups back the original case study sheets 
and ask how they would respond to the questions now they have this new information.  
End the discussion by inviting the group to write an agreed definition of a young carer. 
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Assessment and progression 

So what did you observe was occurring in the group?  Were the aims and objectives 
addressed?  In other words, was this the product you were trying to achieve?  If so, how 
did you achieve this?...or if not, why not?   

Did you spend too much time managing the group, in other words dealing with the 
dynamics of attending to interactions, relationships, conflict – the process?  Did your 
methods provide opportunities to: 

 Explore how to listen effectively 

 Learn to be empathetic – to view the world from another's perspective 

 Understand their own values and beliefs and how these are influential 

 Understand the importance of reflecting back appropriately 

 Ask appropriate questions 

 Work with difficulties 

 Assess progress 

 Enjoy learning 

The list could go on.  However, in relating it to the elements of this unit, can you identify 
learning to improve your performance as a helper in a peer educator's role?  For example, 
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ask yourself: 

 Did I listen carefully without interrupting? 

 Was I non-judgemental in my responses? 

 Was I non-defensive 

 Did I give others the opportunity to explain their point of view? 

 Did I reflect back effectively? 

 What might I do differently next time? 

Once more, you could add other questions to this list as a means of self-assessment.  In 
addition, you might want to consider evaluation from the group so you could distribute 
recording sheets with basic questions on it such as: 

 List one new thing you learnt this evening 

 What did you enjoy most? 

 What did you enjoy least? 

 Is there anything you would like included in the next session? 

You can have participants do this anonymously so they have the opportunity to say what 
they wish about any aspect of the session, including your performance as a peer-educator. 
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Of course, this is only a basic introduction to how you might incorporate some of the 
elements of this unit into a brief session with a group.  Hopefully, as you gain experience, 
you will develop the skills required in more depth.  We have provided with this unit “A 
resource pack for people working with young carers” to support you with this. 
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