Teaching quality is very sensitive to teaching load.

Geoff Petty
Lets compare the weekly workload of two lecturers, assuming for the sake of argument that each works for 42 hours a week – say, 37 hours at college and 5 hours at home.  They work in two different colleges, one requiring 21 hours of class contact per week (E.g. South Birmingham College) and the other 24 hours. 
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Note the ‘pincer’ movement on the marking and preparation time.

(The 24 hours teacher has more students and more classes so has proportionately more admin, meetings etc.)

What is the effect on teaching quality?

A measure of teaching quality is the ‘Q factor’ which is a measure of the time a teacher has for marking and preparation per hour of teaching.

Q Factor    = 
preparation and marking time



Teaching load

For 21 hours class contact Q = 0.61
For 24 hours class contact Q = 0.375
The student with a 21 hours teacher is 0.61/.375 = 1.63 times better off than a student with a 24 hours teacher.  That is they have 63% more teacher time dedicated to their needs.

When teacher workload increases from 21 hours to 24 hours, an increase of only 14%, the Q factor falls by nearly 40%.  There is a marked ‘leverage’ effect working here, which makes teaching quality very sensitive to teacher workload.  

Post-16 teachers in continental Europe typically teach from 18 to 20 hours per week, Their courses are often longer than ours too. 

(See notes below for a discussion on assumptions in calculating the Q factor.) 

Research shows that this ‘time to teach’ is crucial 

Research shows that it is teaching that make the difference

School effectiveness research on both sides of the Atlantic has been very extensive indeed over many decades, and has come to some well established conclusions
.  Reviews of this research conclude that teachers have between three to four times the effect on achievement than any other known factor.  It is activities close to the student that makes the difference.  For example quality procedures, management style, charismatic Principals etc have much less influence on achievement than teaching quality
.   (Effective managers, policy, and practice focuses on the teaching and learning).

Professor John Hattie has synthesised educational research to find the relative influence of the variables that affect achievement.  These variables are overwhelmingly in the control of teachers: active learning, feedback to students etc. 

Research shows that time for marking is crucial.

Black and Wiliam (1998) carried out a huge international research review to find the most effective teaching strategies.  They found that the greatest measurable effect created by a teacher on attainment was through formative assessment: that is, giving students feedback on their learning; monitoring progress; diagnosing learning errors and omissions and getting these corrected; motivating students with rewards and with targets etc.  This work is supported by Professor John Hattie’s research into effect sizes.

Many teachers do the majority of their formative assessment during this “marking and preparation” time.  If so, what the teacher does outside class might have as much or even more effect on achievement than what they do in the class.

Also the work needed to improve courses, and problem solve weaknesses is all carried out in this ‘marking and preparation’ time.  You could make a very strong case for saying that teachers add more value to retention and achievement when they are not teaching or administrating. Perhaps by a very large factor.

This is all theory – where is the evidence?

We don’t have reliable evidence.  However, South Birmingham College (21hours per week), despite serving areas of marked social deprivation with a high proportion of students from ethnic minorities, has achieved whole college average achievement rates of over 90%.  They have category A finance despite the 21 hours teaching load, partly because their earnings per student are high due to the high retention and achievement.  ( Arguably other colleges have high earnings per member of staff by having a higher teaching load, but this may create lower achievement.)  two Beacon colleges have low weekly teaching loads: Runshaw College about 21 hours, and Greenhead college about 20 hours.  These colleges of course have high expectations of what teachers do when they are not teaching, but at least their staff have the time to do it.

However these colleges may be effective for a multitude of other reasons.  It would be interesting to compare the achievement and retention of colleges against the teaching load or working load of the teaching staff.  

The points in this paragraph are all very conjectural.  I feel more confident about the points I have made in earlier paragraphs.

 Notes on my assumptions in calculating the ‘Q factor’

If you change the assumed figures, the central argument remains, teaching load greatly affects learning quality. The assumptions I have made are optimistic, that is they err on the side of minimising the effect I describe.  For example, most staff would argue that they do a greater proportion of admin and so less marking and preparation than is shown here.

· Most colleges require 23 or 24 hours per week average, but some teachers do much more than this, sometimes willingly in order to earn overtime but usually reluctantly.  ‘Front loading’ often requires teachers to teach more than the average teaching load for most of the year if they teach less in June due to examination leave etc.

· If the hours worked per week are reduced to say 38 hours, then the deleterious effect described here is greatly increased.

Clearly factors such as front loading and teaching for absent colleagues also detrimentally affect teaching quality.

So where do we go from here?

· Reduced teaching workload or at least don’t allow very large temporary workloads

· Employ teacher or course administrators to do routine admin work.  This has been tried in a number of colleges with great success.
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Note the ‘pincer’ movement on the preparation and marking time.

· The student with a “21 hours teacher” has 63% more teacher-time dedicated to their needs than a student of a “24hrs teacher”.

· A 25-30 hrs teaching load is not uncommon

· South Birmingham is a 21 hr college it is financially sound (category A) and has high achievement despite social deprivation in the area.

So:

· Development can hardly occur unless time is invested in it.
· Hattie’s research shows that time invested in learning and teaching has a bigger payback than time spent anywhere else in a college.
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� See Paul Martinez “Raising Achievement: Strategies that work” FEDA (2000) for references and a brief discussion on this.





� This lesson has been well learned by government, witness the  learner/learning centred new inspection criteria, and the classroom focus of their literacy and numeracy interventions.








