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Background

This reflective article is based on diary entries. It investigates the responses of learners to the Equitation module, which prepares riders and horses for competition work and provides personal development guidance for learners. The learners are studying the first and second years of the Foundation degree in Equine Studies at Plumpton College.

The Foundation degree was developed as a vocational, work-based higher education qualification. Universities and FE colleges have adopted a wide range of approaches to work-related learning including placements, experience, college-based work simulations and guest speakers from the industry. The courses on offer at Plumpton College include work placement, industry experience and career development modules. 
Feedback from students on equine courses at Plumpton found that both the work-related and the college-based learning was useful and relevant. However, there was sometimes felt to be a gap between the training and experiences they were receiving in college and those received out in the workplace. With support from the SLN, it was decided to pilot two modules on the foundation degree that would be entirely delivered and assessed by an industry representative but taught within the college environment.

Reflections on the teaching and learning experiences for the Equitation module

What follows is based on the diary entries of Andrew Murphy, the industry representative delivering both modules. 
Lecture 1: 29 October 2007 

Today’s opening lecture was devised to be an introduction to industry standards and philosophies. Its title was ‘The goals of training horses and riders as a freelance professional and how traditional approaches can be challenged by non-standard problems’.
There was interest from the learners in the variety of situations outside the college environment. They discussed issues arising from their own riding experience outside the college. The lecture was an opportunity to develop an understanding of seemingly opposed approaches and priorities, such as leisure, competition or examination. These different approaches were understood better via the development of a broader perspective. I felt that this session started to bridge the perceived gap that the students felt existed between their instruction within college and their experience in the workplace.

Lecture 2: 10 December 2007
This session took learners on a visit to a teaching clinic given by an international trainer at the Teaching the Trainers of Tomorrow Trust (TTT), Surrey. The aim of this visit was to see the application of principles and approaches discussed in the opening lecture in a different context (in other words, a world-renowned figure working with experienced riders to the highest levels).  

The session involved:
· an introductory talk about the TTT trainer and his methodology 

· a Q & A session with the international trainer at the end of the morning’s teaching

· an end-of-the-day summing up, pointing out themes and similarities in approach (despite the obvious capabilities of the more advanced riders)
Although much of the riding was beyond the experience of all but a few, the day was enthusiastically received and many learners commented on how inspired they had been and how they recognised much of what had been taught from previous work.

Lecture 3: 7 January 2008

This session was entitled ‘Sculpting’ and concerned the correct positioning of a rider on a horse. This was the first practical session, following background theory and the visit to the TTT. 

The session involved:
· the use of a mechanical horse at Plumpton College to demonstrate the specifics of good riding technique in the body placement of the rider

· demonstrating the application of the ‘aids’ (physical pressures by which the rider communicates requests to the horse)
· the use of a member of staff to demonstrate the ‘sculpting’ of a rider’s position (the ensuing good-natured, jocular attitude creating a relaxed but focused atmosphere for a subject that can potentially be somewhat dry!)

Many learners appreciated the way in which a potentially confusing subject matter, often presented as a series of small adjustments to a rider’s position, became a sequence of actions. The objective was the development of ‘muscle memories’ that could be reproduced by the learners themselves as riders, but also presented to their own potential clients. This session bridged a gap seen by the learners to exist between the theoretical, college-based sessions and their practical experiences.

Lecture 4: 11 February 2008
This session considered the structure of competitions, and how good training should be complementary to competing (and to examinations), without being dominated by the result. 
A pleasing aspect of this session was the way in which the concepts and vocabulary which had been put in place at the start of the year were beginning to percolate into the learners’ discussions of the issues raised. The learners also started to make links between their college-based experiences and those in the work place for themselves (without a need for prompting by me).

Issues arising

Attendance

A disappointment was the poor attendance among the first years. Reasons cited included a lack of communication regarding venue and times, and a lack of encouragement to attend in the face of alternative college priorities. 

There is a difficulty for a module deliverer not ‘embedded’ in a college to ensure that the sessions are adequately publicised and the learners’ enthusiasm is maintained. However, it was concluded that the main reason for dwindling attendance amongst Year 1 students was a lack of practical experience, which would have helped to consolidate the theoretical input. (Year 2 students had had a year at college and summer work experience, which helped to facilitate their understanding.)

This led to discussions on where a module delivered in such a way was best placed within the curriculum. After initially believing that it was most appropriate to use such a delivery method early on in the course, this experience demonstrated that it is more appropriate placed in the latter stages when the learners have acquired the higher level skills required for integrating and critically evaluating information.
Assessment

Part of the standard setting aspect of the module was a modification of the log books used in the final assessment of the learners. This involved integrating industry standards firmly within the assessment exercise and providing feedback that combined use of both industry terms and educational vocabulary relating to learning outcomes and grading criteria.

Learner feedback

Feedback from the learners related to:
· the content and presentation of the module, which they found interesting, stimulating and thought-provoking

· the way they felt it helped to make sense of the seeming contradictions in the expectations and priorities of the higher education course and the industry standards

· the understanding of the subject matter - this was enhanced by those learners who had experienced this sort of approach to teaching outside the college environment

Conclusion

The representation of industry in a college environment is vitally important to prepare learners for the application of their acquired knowledge, if and when they become professional in their given discipline. Many of the learners became enthused and encouraged by the new perspective this module brought to their studies. The difficulties arose from the sometimes contradictory nature of educational expectations and industry requirements.
