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Endframes: uncovering the diversities
of  learners' contexts

As a young school teacher in the early 1970s, I tried to understand my students fairly well.  I lived in
the same community and I knew some of their parents.  I understood what they saw on television, what
teams they supported, what games they played, what music they liked.  They seemed to be fairly
uncomplicated individuals.  They had their differences, of course, but they shared so many things in
common, including a limited experience of life, that I thought I could teach them pretty well.  I was
also studying at university part-time for my Masters degree, which gave me a certain empathy with
them as we all tried to fit our 'homework' around our pleasures in life.

One day in 1974 I had two new students in one of my classes, they had arrived from Chile and spoke
limited English.  They sat quietly in class and were model students in every respect except their  work,
which was poor in comparison with their peers.  Their quiet disquieted me. Who were these children?
What were they like?  How could I get to know them?  My enquiries of others and conversations with
them over the ensuing weeks helped me to know them, but I realized that the more I knew about them,
and the more I knew of the experiences they had undergone, the less I really knew about them.  They
were refugees from the bloody coup which had overthrown Allende.  Their experiences and previous
home circumstances were very different from my own and that of my other students.  As they were
from soccer-saturated South America, I tried to discuss this game and bring some of my other students
into the discussion who were from families who also came from soccer-saturated nations.  This
worked, up to a point, a point at which I reahzed that soccer and soccer grounds signified different
things to us.  In my childhood, a soccer ground meant going with my father  to see Guildford City play,
or later to go to Highbury to see the Gunners blaze.  For my Chilean students, Santiago soccer stadium
meant the place where their fathers (or other relatives) met incarceration, torture and blazing guns.  As
a young teacher I wasn't sure how to teach people I didn't really understand.  My teacher education had
encouraged and prepared me to teach in ways which related to students, but who were these students? 1

Now I am working in distance education where we plan courses three years before they are offered
and usually tun them for three to five years before a revised or 'remade' version replaces it.  Questions
that trouble me in distance education are: Who are 'my' students? What will they make of my course?
What will they make of it in a few years time?  For distance educators, in particular, there is a student
void which needs to be filled in order for them to teach.  It seems that distance educators fill up this
student void with what they imagine their students will be like.  But, as this is based substantially on
their previous experience, it is difficult to imagine students whom one does not yet know and whose
experiences one does not share.  This is a major problem when distance educators from the 'developed'
world work on creating or updating courses for 'developing' world contexts.2 The task is easier for the
teacher or trainer working in a setting where they have closer contact with the people who will
eventually study their courses.  Indeed, the curriculum of those courses may well be negotiated or
framed in consultation with them.  As was mentioned in Chapter 1, such circumstances are pedagogical
leaps of faith rather than bungee jumps into an educational abyss, which is more like the distance
educator's lot.

Whether working in a classroom, training department, open learning centre, or distance education
institution, the question remains for the good teacher or trainer: who are my students?  Of course, a
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teacher or trainer who poses such a question is moving beyond the 'empty vessel' or 'banking’ models
of education. 3 They are seeing adult learners as people with histories and contexts which will affect
the ways they learn in relation to the way they are taught 4.  The dynamic nature of the teaching -
learning  process means that when a teacher reaches a good understanding of the learner, their teaching
changes and, thus, the learning and the learner also change.  The previous chapters demonstrate that it
is practically impossible to understand the learner at all.  Rather it is a case of understanding learners
as a diverse, heterogeneous and changing body of people.

The preceding chapters have addressed issues which stem directly from the concerns and contexts of
a variety of students, be they to do with gender, age, work, money or whatever.  The students'
experiences, views and circumstances which have been presented reveal the sort of problem I had as a
school teacher with my Chilean students.  The more one knows of the diversity of students'
experiences, views and circumstances, the more uncertain one becomes as a teacher or trainer.
Previous homogeneous conceptions of the student are exploded into a galaxy of individual, unique
students.  The more one finds out, the more one realizes there remains to find out. It is rather like
settling down to sleep under the stars in the Australian desert on a moonless night.  As one's eyes
become more accustomed to the dark, the stars between the stars between the stars become clear.  If it
wasn't for falling asleep, it appears more stars would b revealed for ever.

However, human cultures have ways of framing human experiences - of stars and students! - so that
they can be understood and explained.  This book has framed students' experiences into a series of
chapters which address themes which the practitioner can use both to understand and to address the
issues.  On occasions, the overlaps between these frames have been made clear, but often each chapter
has tended to focus on its particular themes to the exclusion of the other issues.  So, for example, the
chapter on gender considered issues that were pertinent to that theme, but issues to do with age, power
or money, for instance, are also gendered.  The interconnections are very important for understanding
students holistically - that is, to see (and teach) students as complete and complex entities whose
wholeness is more than the sum of their particular characteristics.-5 It should also be stated that there
were other issues which could have been explored and that the ones covered in this book simply
represent the ones that seem
to be most pertinent.

The shape of the book and the ways the issues and students' stories are selected, represented and
discussed, stem from the author's experiences and interests.  However, there are, of course, the readers'
own experiences which both help to frame their personal understandings of the learners' issues in this
book, and also help to add to their stock of knowledge of learners' experiences in general.  Some of the
students' stories in this book will probably harmonize with individual reader's own 'insider' experiences
as students, teachers or trainers.  Other stories will probably be viewed more as if the reader were an
'outsider'.  For the open and distance educator, generally, most of the learners present themselves as
'outsiders' at the outset and the best teachers usually try to bring their students 'inside' their courses
using a variety of strategies based on their own personal experiences and predilections.6 I shall pursue
these matters further, starting with the way personal and local knowledge informs our practice and
moving to the ways broader, theoretical frames can aid our understanding of students.

Open and distance educators have several ways to fill the student voids which frame their own course
development and teaching.  They use their 'common-sense' knowledge of previous students, of friends
and family who are or who have been students and, perhaps most importantly and most often forgotten,
of themselves when they were students.  These sorts of personal knowledge of being a learner are very
important in the teaching process for those who have to teach at a distance.  Distance educators project
into the student void an array of knowledge of the student experiences which enables them to prejudge
the learning encounters which will occur sometime in the future.  In effect, every teacher or trainer
does this when they plan their classes; however, face-to-face teachers also have actual experiences of
their students - or good 'intelligence' in the way that Liz Curie exemplifies in Chapter 1 - which they
can use in their planning, and they have the interactive capacity in the classroom to vary their teaching
in response to the students' needs.
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Given that personal experience and knowledge of learners forms an important part of the open and
distance educators' resources, it seems important for the good teacher or trainer to do two things.  One
is to recognize explicitly that their experience and knowledge is important to their work, whether or not
this has been visible or invisible in the past.  The other is to reflect critically on that knowledge and
experience by setting it against the sorts of diversity of students' experiences we have seen in previous
chapters. 7 Thus, by comparing one's own experiences and knowledge of learners with those of
someone whose actual learning experience is quite different, then the taken-for-granted assumptions
about what counts as good teaching for all students, based on the the assumed 'known' student, are
called into question.  Don Markovitz, in Chapter 1, called some of his experiences into question in this
way.  The students' stories in this book have shown that, for instance, while some students study
because it fits with their work and they receive paid leave and financial support from their employers
for doing so, others are studying for entirely personal reasons, in their own time and entirely at their
own expense.

It is deceptively easy to develop courses on the basis of taken-for-granted assumptions about students'
circumstances, such as their access to libraries or study centres, spare time to study, reading and
writing abilities, interests in the subject, physical abilities, etc.  However, the previous chapters show
that, for such assumptions, there are many possible variations, some of which will render the
assumptions incorrect and counterproductive for a number of students' learning.  For example, some
students find that their work and family commitments make it very difficult to obtain sufficient 'quality
time' for their studies; others have mobility or Transport difficulties which effectively prevent their
access to libraries or study centres.  Courses which are planned on the assumption that all students will
have sufficient‘quality time' and access to libraries and study centres, are designed to fail, or rather
they are designed to fail some of their students.  Such design and development faults should be
anathema to good teachers, but especially to open educators who (should) have as one of their goals
openness to the needs and contexts of their students.  The problem is that if such educators work on the
uncritical use of their personal knowledge and experience, they risk designing to fail.

Apart from reflecting critically on one's knowledge and experiences of learners, there are also
deliberate ways that educators and their institutions can go about understanding the diversity of
learners' experiences and contexts.  Typically, institutional surveys are used to evaluate courses or
educational services.  Sometimes, forms of 'market' surveys are used prior to course approval or
accreditation to ascertain the need for a proposed course, but often these are sent to experts in the field,
employers or professional bodies rather than to prospective students.  It is often difficult for
educational institutions to survey prospective students for exactly the reason raised in Chapter 1. That
is, especially in open and distance education where long lead-times are the rule, the 'prospective'
students do not even know of the possibility of the course at that stage, so how can an institution
identify and survey such people?  Of course, it is possible, especially on courses which are likely to
appeal to a defined clientele, such as an occupational group or a group with an existing educational
need (for example, a job skills course or an English as a second language course), to send a survey to
people who are likely to be prospective students.

It is also the case that some forms of market survey are, at least partly, about creating a prospective
market.  So an institution which surveys prospective students may actually be beginning the process of
constructing those people into future students.  The blanket survey, which is distributed generally but
which requires people to return their responses and has the option of including their name and address
'so that we can keep you informed about this new exciting development', is providing the institution
with a database for its first pre-enrolment mailing.  For people working in industrial settings, the
'market' survey is typically aimed at specific groups in the workplace and also has the effect of creating
a perceived need or demand for the intended course.  This is not to suggest that, in both the industrial
and institutional contexts, such surveys represent a self-serving attempt on the part of the educators to
create a course and, therefore, work and income for themselves.  Rather, educational
entrepreneurialism requires not only good judgements about community and industrial needs for
education and training, but also good implementation processes, which include forms of 'marketing'.
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One important potential of the approaches which open and distance educators make to prospective
students through surveys, meetings with prospective students, etc., is the capacity to understand more
of the experiences and contexts of those prospective students.  It seems that there is often a concern for
making the curriculum relevant and shaping the assessment to fit, for example, people's work or
professional contexts.  However, there is a capacity to begin the process of ascertaining something of
the diversity of the student clientele.  The preceding chapters in this book have opened up the key areas
which could be pursued.  For example, issues to do with age, gender and family relationships, money,
social and educational backgrounds could be investigated.  Using this information  - and there is no
point in collecting the information unless it is used 8 - can have a significant impact on the teaching and
learner support strategies employed on a course.  This seems to be especially important for open
educators because their proclaimed intention to be 'open' implies that they need to understand what
counts as openness in the experience of the learners.  In order to be open to a diversity of students
requires understanding, from the outset, what this diversity means for their practices as open educators.
In this book, the significance of the diversity of learners' experiences and contexts has been revealed
and the open and distance educator can use this knowledge to frame their planning and course
development phases, including the use of strategies to find out who are their prospective students.

One of the matters which has unfolded in the course of this book is the way in which learners change
and develop as they engage with their courses.  This is particularly the case for those on fairly lengthy
part-time degree programmes which span several years, but there is evidence of smaller changes, too,
for those on courses of shorter duration.9 We have seen that some of these changes affect the students
deeply such that their personal and family relationships are permanently altered.  Other changes are
more directly related to the learning which takes place on the courses and the ways in which the
students adapt to their new knowledge and skills.

Therefore, understanding the diversity of students is not simply a case of, for example, surveying or
interviewing students as they enrol, or of being a first year tutor receptive to the broader nature of
students' contexts.  The former is merely a cross-section at a given point in time and the tutor's
receptivity is a mere thread of encounters with (usually) a fragment of the student community.  It is
analogous to attempting to understand global weather processes using an array of readings at one point
in time or, in the tutor's case, from a set of readings over a period of time from one weather station.
The global weather system is a dynamic system which has certain repetitive general patterns (seasons,
for example) and it is very difficult to understand and predict.  Adult learners en masse are every bit as
difficult to understand and predict and yet we need to do so with a reasonable degree of certainly, to be
good educators.  At the local level, this means ensuring that we actually do sufficient regular research
to maintain reliable 'recordings' and accurate 'forecasts'.10 More broadly, it means having practice and
research-based understandings (theories) about adult open and distance education learners' experiences
and contexts. 11

So here lies the challenge for open and distance educators.  Adult students en masse are as dynamic
and chaotic as the global weather system.  The preceding chapters have featured some of the major
issues which stem from students' accounts of the diversity of their learning experiences and contexts.
In this chapter it has been argued that, in order to be good open and distance educators, understanding
students' experiences and contexts needs to be a process which is sustained from the course
development and pre-enrolment phases, through the learning phases, to course completion.  The
challenge is to develop and maintain approaches which enable students to have their voices heard and
for the open and distance educators and their institutions to be able to listen and understand the
practical implications of what is being said.  Learners should also recognize that they are part of a
diverse body of people whose interests need to be voiced, and whose stories need to be told.
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