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Mind the gap: understanding the transition from advanced level to degree

24 February 2010

This second event of the Northwest English and Linguistics Pedagogy Network brought together sixth form teachers and lecturers in FE and HE to explore the difficulties some students face in the transition from advanced GCE to degree level.  Participants, mostly from the Northwest, but from as far as Northampton, included specialists in Creative Writing, Literatures in English, English Language and Linguistics. The afternoon began with a buffet lunch which created an opportunity to start exploring the issues and for participants to get to know each other in an informal setting.

The programme started with a talk by Dick Hudson, UCL, which highlighted a ‘grammar gap’ currently in schools.  He went on to explore the thorny pedagogical issues around the teaching of grammar.  This led to an interesting discussion and some useful suggestions.  Irene Rose of Liverpool John Moore’s University spoke of her experience of teaching writing skills to Media, Drama, English and Creative Writing undergraduates. She found that it is most important to make grammar accessible; to focus on the flexibility of grammar rules (vis a vis English as a living language); admitting to the amount of grammatical rules still in dispute and focusing on the fact that grammar should be useful which she believes helps to breakdown the fear barriers for students. Kevin Watson, Lancaster University, spoke about the difficulties in teaching theory to first year undergraduates and gave some insights into his own approach. Although the focus was on linguistics, his suggestions were invaluable as many, such as using texts from popular culture to illustrate examples, could be implemented in many other disciplines. 
The afternoon culminated in discussion of a paper by Barbara Bleiman ‘First thoughts on the new A-level specifications – what’s changed?’ which participants were asked to read prior to the event.   A frequent remark throughout the afternoon related to the value of events which brought teachers and FE and HE lecturers together to raise awareness of developments in teaching patterns in schools and changes in the HE sector.  As Sherry Ashworth, Manchester Metropolitan University reminded us, lecturers have a responsibility to teach the students they get and to start from where they are at. She pointed out how easy it is to overestimate the amount they have read, the confidence they feel, how easy they find it to write an independent essay. Hence liaison with schools and sixth form colleges is vital if HE institutions are serious about doing an effective job in teaching first year undergraduates.  The afternoon left plenty of scope to consider future developments that might help ease students’ transition into higher education.
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