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Early Career Learning at Work

Introduction

The TLRP funded LiNEA project, Early Career Learning at Work, is a longitudinal study of the learning of groups of newly qualified hospital nurses, graduate trainee engineers and trainee chartered accountants. The participants midway through our longitudinal study were 16 trainee accountants, 34 graduate trainee engineers and 40 newly qualified nurses. The accountants and engineers are formally contracted trainees, for whom employers have developed systems of organised training support. The engineers start with relevant degrees, e.g. in engineering or computer science and many of them are now seeking the advanced meta-qualification of Chartered Engineer. However, the accountants’ degrees are rarely in relevant subjects and all receive formal outsourced training to prepare them for the professional examinations of the Institute of Chartered Accountants. The nurses’ initial training programmes allocated 50% of their time to working in practice settings and concluded with a professional qualification. The research questions were similar to those of a previous research project investigating the mid-career learning of professionals, managers and technicians in the engineering, healthcare and financial sectors:

What is being learned?


How is it being learned?


What are the main factors affecting this learning in the workplace?

Evidence was collected by four 1-2 day visits to each participant’s workplace, spread out over the three year period, after a preliminary telephone interview to make contact, gain permission to proceed and get basic demographic information. The visits normally began with a long period of observation in order to get some bearings on the nature of each participant’s work and workplace. In addition to the evidence of the field-notes, the observations enabled us to use workplace documents and activities as starting points for conversations about embedded knowledge and its acquisition that would otherwise have been impossible. These took place in a subsequent interview with the participant; which was supplemented by short interviews with any manager or mentor who agreed to tell us more about the workplace, their view of how the participant’s learning was supported and encouraged, and the expectations people held of newly recruited staff.  A great deal of attention was given to the methodological problems of eliciting tacit knowledge and to the challenge of developing a reliable common system of coding and cross-checks for different researchers working in different sectors. Further details of this methodology have been described in conference papers (Steadman et al. 2002, 2004) and we have also run two RCBN workshops on eliciting tacit knowledge. 

This paper describes the theoretical framework developed during the first half of the project for interpreting our evidence on each research question. We hope this will also serve us well in the second half of the project, with modifications being confined to the detail rather than the framework itself. Given that our framework also took into account our previous research in mid-career learning, this seems a reasonable assumption, the fate of which we hope to report during next year. The framework comprises typologies for types of learning and types of knowledge acquired, together with a model of the interacting factors affecting learning in the workplace.

Learning Processes and Activities in the Workplace

In examining conscious learning processes we found it useful to make two distinctions. First, we distinguished between processes of some length, from a few hours to days or even months, and specific learning activities such as asking questions, which were often embedded in such processes. Then we sub-divided those processes into two groups: normal working processes, during which learning occurred as a result of the ongoing work and working arrangements; and processes in or near the workplace, such as training or coaching, that were introduced with learning as their prime purpose.  

We found five main types of work process that regularly gave rise to learning:


Participation in group activities:  these included team-working towards a common outcome, and groups set up for a special purpose such as audit, development or review of policy and/or practice, and responding to external changes.


Working alongside others allowed people to observe and listen to others at work and to participate in activities; and hence to learn some new practices and new perspectives, to become aware of different kinds of knowledge and expertise, and to gain some sense of other people’s tacit knowledge.


Tackling challenging tasks required on-the-job learning and, if well-supported and successful, led to increased motivation and confidence.


Problem solving, individually or in groups, necessarily entailed learning; otherwise there would be no problem.


Working with clients also entailed learning, firstly about the client, secondly from any novel aspects of each client’s problem or request and thirdly from any new ideas that arose from their joint consultation.

For people in mid-career, these processes accounted for a very high proportion of their reported learning (Eraut et al. 2000), although many of them also participated in some formal training sessions.  However, the amount of learning reported varied significantly with person and context, as described in the last section of this paper.

Arrangements for supporting learning were responsible for a range of other learning processes, some of which were directed only at new workers or novices, while others were more generally available.  Knowledge resources such as manuals, reference books, documentation, protocols and an intranet were generally available to all workers; and those engaged in formal study or personal updating also used books and journals. Engagement in formal training was compulsory for the accountants, and important for the engineers and nurses; but nurses in particular had difficulty in getting time off for courses. Other learning focussed activities fell into two groups:

supervision, coaching and mentoring; and shadowing and visiting. One finding, discussed more fully in the final section of this paper, is that much personal support for learning was not formally arranged but provided by people on the spot, as or soon after the need first became apparent. We would regard this as part of the normal working process, unless the flow of normal work was interrrupted for a significant period of time.

Most learning activities were embedded within the processes described above to a greater or lesser degree.  These included listening, observing, reflecting, practising and refining skills, trial and error, and learning from mistakes.  Other learning activities were not always so embedded. Getting information and asking questions were important modes of learning that stretched beyond the usual cluster of immediate colleagues.  Some workers were very proactive in seeking out and developing relationships with a wider network of knowledge resource people; others gave it little attention.  Giving and receiving feedback were important, often vital, for most learning processes.  We found that early career professionals needed both short-term task-specific feedback, and longer-term more strategic feedback on general progress. Interestingly, good short–term feedback on performance was often accompanied by an almost total absence of strategic feedback, giving even the most confident workers an unnecessary sense of uncertainty and lowering their commitment to their current employers.

Once more a note of caution must be added.  In reporting the comparatively large proportion of informal learning occurring in the workplace, it would be a mistake to believe that learning in the workplace often approaches its potential.  A typical work group comprises a changing set of individuals who spend varying periods of time within it. These individuals come from and go on to other groups, sometimes within the same organisation and sometimes not. Each person has a distinctive learning career that can be traced through a sequence of work-groups: in some groups it flourishes, in others it stagnates or regresses. This depends on how much group members learn from each other, to what extent individual members of the group respond to the challenges of their work and support each other, and what additional learning opportunities for the group are located and developed. Typically, groups do not spend time finding out about the knowledge resources and networks of new members, on occasions they can strongly discourage it. They regard external contacts and learning opportunities as diversions from the work of the group; and they do not seek to learn from diversity of experience or perspective. Our analysis suggests that a group climate for learning has to be created, sustained and recreated at regular intervals; and this has to be a management responsibility. The learning of individuals and work-groups has to be high on managers’ agendas, and managers have to be educated and supported in this role. Few groups are sufficiently stable and coherent for leadership to develop spontaneously. We got excellent confirmation of this from comparing the experiences of the same nurse in the same department of the same hospital, first with a manager unconcerned with facilitating learning, then with a learning centred manager.
What is being learned?

The import of this paper is that a much broader and more flexible approach to representing the outcomes of learning is needed, if we are to handle the wide variety of kinds of expertise and the holistic nature of most performance at work. However, before describing our progress to date, we should explain our position on the contested concepts of knowledge, skills and competence, which normally dominate such discussions.  Both knowledge and learning can be examined from two perspectives, the individual and the social. These can be considered as analogous to the particle and wave theories of light. An individual perspective on knowledge and learning enables us to explore both differences in what and how people learn and differences in how they interpret what they learn. A social perspective draws attention to the social construction of knowledge and of contexts for learning, and to the wide range of cultural practices and products that provide knowledge resources for learning. In formal higher education, the most prominent of these resources are the codified academic knowledge embedded in texts and databases and the cultural practices of teaching, studentship, scholarship and research. Codified knowledge which is not academic can be found in nearly all workplaces, including those of educational organisations, in the form of textual material containing organisation-specific information, records, correspondence, manuals, plans, etc.

Cultural knowledge that has not been codified, plays a key role in most work-based practices and activities.  There is considerable debate about the extent to which such knowledge can be made explicit or represented in any textual form; and the evidence gathered so far suggests that its amenability to codification has been greatly exaggerated (Eraut 2000).  What does appear to be generally acknowledged is that much uncodified cultural knowledge is acquired informally through participation in social activities; and much is often so “taken for granted” that people are unaware of its influence on their behaviour.  This phenomenon is much broader in scope than the implicit learning normally associated with the concept of socialisation.   It is a prominent feature of educational institutions in spite of the overt dominance of codified academic knowledge; and it occurs in both formal and informal settings.

As a counterpart to cultural knowledge, Eraut (2000) defines personal knowledge as what individual persons bring to situations that enables them to think, interact and perform.   Codified versions of personal knowledge are associated with the concept of authorship; and provide the basis for assignments and assessments within educational programmes from which more than the replication of publicly available knowledge is expected.   But this definition is intended to include non-codified personal knowledge and a far broader concept of knowledge than academic performance.  For example, it includes not only personalised versions of public codified knowledge but also everyday knowledge of people and situations, know-how in the form of skills and practices, memories of episodes and events, self-knowledge, attitudes and emotions.    Moreover, it focuses on the use value of knowledge rather than its exchange value in a world increasingly populated by qualifications. This implies a holistic rather than fragmented approach to knowledge; because, unless one stops to deliberate, the knowledge one uses is already available in an integrated form and ready for action.

Skills can be considered as both a form of cultural knowledge and a form of personal knowledge, according to the focus of attention.  The term also tends to be used at two levels.  One level is used to describe actions believed to be based on procedural memory alone, although the knowledge needed to decide when to use that skill will include situational understanding, which is not a skill. Such skills are most likely to be classified in our typology under Task Performance.  The other level of usage relates to processes, which are constructed from a mixture of procedural knowledge and other forms of knowledge.  There are several such entries in sections of our typology, including those under the main heading ‘Teamwork’, and other sub-categories, such as ‘Use of evidence and argument’ and ‘Decision-making under pressurised conditions’.

Competence is more complicated because in North America and in management it has an individual-centred definition and refers to a personal attribute or quality, while elsewhere it has a social-centred definition and refers to meeting social expectations.  I prefer to stay with the, often implicit, definition of competence as meeting other people’s expectations.  Precisely whose expectations are to count will depend on local micro-politics.  The importance of this definition is that it recognises the everyday role of the notion of “competence”, both in the workplace and as a mediating concept between (1) professionals and technicians and (2) their clients and the general public. 

Although lists of competences carry general understanding within an occupational sector, judgements of competence are still very situation-specific.  Not only does this specificity derive from the context of the performance, but it also covers the expectations of each individual performer.  Irrespective of any relevant qualifications, expectations will differ according to the performer’s experience, and sometimes also according to the price of their service. One role of most managers is to ensure that their workers do not get assigned to tasks beyond their competence.  The ideal work for apprentices allows them to consolidate their competence through further practice, while also expanding their competence through a combination of peripheral participation and coaching.  However, even for experienced workers, what counts as competence will change over time as practices change and the speed and quality of work improves.  Thus, from a learning viewpoint, competence is a moving target.

Figure 1 below presents the typology (Eraut, Maillardet, Miller, Steadman, Ali, Blackman & Furner, 2004) we have developed to guide our research, following ongoing consultations with our research participants and partner organisations. Although presented as a typology, we view it more as a heuristic for use in research and consultancy that reminds people of possible aspects of learning in their own context.  Not all the descriptors are specific to a single heading, so we have chosen the heading we find most suitable. We hope that people will find it a useful starting point for developing a typology for their own workplace. Our descriptors are readily recognisable as having workplace authenticity and significance; but few of them comprise only skill or only codified knowledge because, as argued earlier, these categories do not match attributes of performance at work. Some descriptors feature in lists of competences; but few of them can be assessed by a simple binary judgement of “competent” or “not competent”. 

Most aspects of performance continue to be developed by further learning throughout one’s career.  We therefore prefer to describe our typology as a progression typology, and to see a person’s current position on each aspect as a point on a lifelong learning trajectory.  We also anticipate that at any one stage in a person’s career, there will be both a group of learning trajectories along which they are explicitly and intentionally progressing and another group along which they are implicitly and unintentionally progressing; and that the composition of these groups will change over time.  Hence our typology could be used as a template for planning, prioritising, recording or reviewing professional development.

Finally, two important cautions should be made.  The first is to remind readers that using an intelligible descriptor does not increase the explicitness of the knowledge entailed; most entries in Figure 1 have significant tacit components.  The second is not to assume that accepting the socio-cultural origin of knowledge implies that individuals in a working group, pursuing practices that appear to have a similar object, have a similar knowledge base or fine tune their practices for clients in similar ways (Miller, Freeman & Ross, 2001).  When there is little mutual observation, the discourse of practice only serves its manifest function of sharing practical knowledge at a fairly superficial level.  Its latent function is often to protect individual practitioners from criticism and to maximise their autonomy (Eraut, 2000).  How often does the “accolade” of being described as a “community of practice” go beyond wishful thinking (Eraut, 2002a)?

Figure 1: What is being learned in the workplace? 

A Progression Typology (Eraut et al. 2004a)

Task Performance
Speed and fluency

Complexity of tasks and problems 

Range of skills required

Communication with a wide range of people

Collaborative work

Awareness and Understanding
Other people: colleagues, customers, managers, etc.

Contexts and situations 

One’s own organization

Problems and risks

Priorities and strategic issues 

Value issues

Personal Development
Self evaluation

Self management

Handling emotions

Building and sustaining relationships

Disposition to attend to other perspectives

Disposition to consult and work with others

Disposition to learn and improve one’s practice

Accessing relevant knowledge and expertise

Ability to learn from experience

Teamwork
Collaborative work

Facilitating social relations

Joint planning and problem solving

Ability to engage in and promote mutual learning


 Role Performance
Prioritisation

Range of responsibility

Supporting other people’s learning 

Leadership

Accountability

Supervisory role

Delegation

Handling ethical issues

Coping with unexpected problems

Crisis management

Keeping up-to-date

Academic Knowledge and Skills
Use of evidence and argument

Accessing formal knowledge

Research-based practice

Theoretical thinking

Knowing what you might need to know

Using knowledge resources (human, paper-based, electronic)

Learning how to use relevant theory (in a range of practical situations)

Decision Making & Problem Solving

When to seek expert help

Dealing with complexity

Group decision making

Problem analysis

Generating, formulating and evaluating options

Managing the process within an appropriate timescale

Decision making under pressurised conditions

Judgement
Quality of performance, output and outcomes

Priorities

Value issues

Levels of risk

Factors affecting Learning in the Workplace

One prominent finding of our earlier research on mid-career learning was the overwhelming importance of confidence.  Much learning at work occurs through doing things and being proactive in seeking learning opportunities; and this requires confidence. Moreover, we noted that confidence arose from successfully meeting challenges in one’s work, while the confidence to take on such challenges depended on the extent to which learners felt supported in that endeavour. Thus there is a   triangular relationship between challenge, support and confidence (Eraut et al. 2000). The contextual significance of the word “confidence”, which was used by our respondents without further elaboration, depended on which aspects of this triangular relationship were most significant for particular people at particular points in their careers.  The dominant meaning for most mid-career respondents usually came close to Bandura’s (1995) concept of self-efficacy, a context-specific concept, relating to ability to execute a particular task or successfully perform a role.  It is not a general attribute like “self-esteem”. For some mid-career respondents, however, confidence related more to relationships than to the work itself.  Did they feel confident about the support of their working colleagues, in more senior, more junior or parallel jobs? This depended on whether they perceived their more significant working relationships as mutually supportive, generally critical, faction-ridden or even overtly hostile.  For early career professionals, this latter aspect of confidence was more prominent.

We have now added a further element to each apex of this triangle to reflect other factors found to be significant for the learning of early career professionals. These are: feedback because of its huge importance at this career stage, the value of the work (both for clients and to the individual) as an additional motivating factor and commitment to learning, which together with confidence affects the extent to which early career professionals are proactive in taking advantage of the learning opportunities available to them.

      Challenge and value    

   


Feedback and support


  of the work

      Confidence and commitment

Our evidence from this project confirmed that both confidence in one’s ability to do the work and commitment to the importance of that work are primary factors that affect individual learning. Confidence depends on the successful completion of challenging work, and that in turn may depend on informal support from colleagues, either while doing the job or as back up when working independently. Indeed the willingness to attempt challenging tasks on one’s own depends on such confidence. If there is neither challenge, nor sufficient support to encourage a trainee to seek out or respond to a challenge, then confidence declines and with it the motivation to learn. Commitment was generated through social inclusion in teams and by appreciating the value of the work for clients and for themselves as novice professionals. Moreover, concerns about career progress that arose from inadequate feedback of a normative kind tended to weaken novices’ motivation and to reduce their commitment to their organisation. 

The inclusion of observation in this study has enabled us to give greater attention to the nature of participants’ work and their relationships at work; and this has led to the extension of our model to include a second triangle. This mirrors the first triangle but focuses on contextual variables that influence the learning factors depicted in the first triangle.

Allocation and structuring


        
    Encounters and relationships


  of work





 with people at work




      Individual participation and




             expectations of their 

       performance and progress

The allocation and structuring of work was central to our participants’ progress, because it affected (1) the difficulty or challenge of the work, (2) the extent to which it was individual or collaborative, and (3) the opportunities for meeting, observing and working alongside people who had more or different expertise, and for forming relationships that might provide feedback and support. For novice professionals to make good progress a significant proportion of their work needed to be sufficiently new to challenge them without being so daunting as to reduce their confidence; and their workload needed to be at a level that allowed them to respond to new challenges reflectively, rather than develop coping mechanisms that might later prove to be ineffective. There were also likely to be competing agendas when tasks were allocated.  Novices are more efficient on tasks where they already have some experience, but also need to be involved in a wider range of tasks in order to extend their experience.  Thus managers and/or senior colleagues had to balance the immediate demands of the job against the needs of the trainees as best they could, as well as satisfying the requirements of professional bodies and/or health and safety. 

We found that decisions affecting the structuring and allocation of work could be determined by any combination of the following factors:

1) The nature of the work, the way in which the organisation handled it and the discretion given to local managers in decisions of this kind.  In all three of our professions local managers had significant opportunities to facilitate learning through their allocation of work and support of novice workers.

2) The quantity and urgency of the work in hand at the time. This was a major issue in hospitals where work overload almost overwhelmed novice nurses, while at the same time reducing the amount of support they could get from more experienced colleagues; and was sometimes important in engineering, if a company was undergoing a fallow period that limited the supply of challenging assignments.

3) Periodic decisions made by managers in which learning needs might or might not have been considered.  This was relevant when allocating novices to audit teams, nursing shifts or medium term engineering tasks.

4) Decisions made by more experienced colleagues with delegated authority, who were currently working with the novice, and probably best able to judge the appropriate level of challenge if they thought it was important.
Whether these decisions benefited the learning of the novice professional depended on the disposition, imagination, competence (in making these kinds of decisions) and available thinking time of those who made them. 

The accountancy organisations managed to provide appropriately challenging work for most of their new trainees for most of the time; but we have yet to find out if this continues to the end of their traineeships. This was achieved by structuring the majority of the work into audit visits lasting from two days to a month, within which tasks of gradually increasing complexity were first observed and then assigned, and a strong community of practice that provided continuity across audit teams. Some engineering companies had more difficulty in providing the appropriate level of challenge for much of the time, not because of a lack of corporate commitment to their graduate trainees, but because much of the work did not lend itself to tasks requiring different levels of expertise that could be easily matched to trainees’ needs. Thinking of alternative strategies for designing and allocating work was not a priority, but some local managers came up with new ideas.  Nurses who managed hospital wards were those under the greatest daily pressure. They also showed the greatest variation in their responses, some making learning a major focus of their work because they recognised its importance for morale and retention, while others were too overwhelmed to give it much attention. Thus learning cultures could often differ greatly between wards in the same hospital. 

In both accountancy and nursing it was clear to most people that supporting learning was a good investment, because it increased the capabilities of novice professionals very quickly, made them more useful and gave a good return on their investment in learning.  In engineering, progress is somewhat slower and the return on investment takes longer to materialise. This matched the longer timescales of our partner engineering companies involved in major construction projects and/or a significant amount of R&D; but not the short term responsive work of a local authority department. The exception was when some engineering companies took advantage of their graduates’ relative IT expertise by asking them to explore the value of new packages, etc.

Three patterns of support are frequently discussed in the literature – apprenticeship, mentoring and supervision. Nielsen and Kvale (1997) make a further distinction between person-centred and de-centred apprenticeship, while others have referred to the possibility of team mentoring as well as personal mentoring. The theoretical issue is the relative balance between individual and social forms of support. To avoid making too many prior assumptions we have chosen to use the term ‘helpful others’ because, like G.H.Mead’s concept of ‘significant others’, this term is sufficiently general to avoid making too many premature assumptions. Using it enables us to select data without making any assumptions about types of apprenticeship, or using terms like ‘mentor’ or ‘supervisor’, which carry a range of meanings and often represent organisational aspirations rather than realities. The particular research questions we address are:

· In what ways, and from whom, do our participant learners acquire knowledge from other people in their workplace?

· What help and advice do they seek, find or receive; and with what degree of success?

· What help and advice do they not get, but express a need to get?

· What formal and informal roles are taken up by helpful others?

· Which needs for help and advice are most likely to be met by person-centred approaches, by de-centred or team approaches or by combinations of the two?

In all three professions support was provided by people within the same team; but this support varied in quantity, quality and timing. We found that it was most readily available in accountancy, because senior trainees were close at hand, often working alongside the novice, teams were small and their objective was a jointly constructed product - an audit report for a specific client. There were clear, usually non-negotiable, deadlines; and valuable time would be wasted if trainees got stuck and caused delays, however small their tasks.  Moreover, it was normally possible for more experienced trainees to pause or find a convenient stopping point in their own task to answer a question or advise on a problem.  Their seniors knew from their own recent experience that such help would be needed; and providing it was a taken for granted part of the organisational culture.

In nursing the urgency was even greater, but support was more difficult to find, because those able to provide support were busy attending to the needs of their own patients.  Qualified nurses were not working to a common outcome, but working in parallel with a different group of patients.  The level of cooperation depended on the skill mix in the ward (if this was low, more experienced nurses were badly overstretched), the disposition of the senior nurses, and their ability to keep an eye on nurses working nearby while still attending to their own patients.  This almost tacit supervision becomes much more difficult when the ward layout restricts inter-visibility. The ability to spread one’s attention widely, and prioritise according to one’s perception of an ever-changing situation, is a critical aspect of nursing expertise for senior nurses.  Another factor in nursing was the need to acquire new skills rapidly. Usually the most appropriate method was coaching; but this meant that a ‘coach’ had to be released from their ongoing responsibilities for a significant period of time.  This requires that either a senior nurse, or the coach herself, has to negotiate some cover for the coach’s patients. In some wards the mentor was expected to take on this coaching role, in others it might be the local expert or just the person who volunteered or just decided to help on the spur of the moment. The consequence was a well-planned skills development system in some wards, but a dearth of coaching in others.

In engineering, graduate trainees were usually working near other more experienced team members in an open plan office.  Tasks were usually part of a medium to long- term project, so there was more opportunity to wait for a convenient time to ask a question and to find the best person to approach. Within a few months, graduate engineers had become aware of who had what expertise, how well disposed they were to answering questions and how well they explained the key aspects of the problem; and this extended beyond their own team and sometimes, through the intranet, beyond their own site.  It was up to them to hunt down and use the most appropriate sources of support, which might or might not include their manager or their mentor. We have described them as hunter-gatherers of knowledge and resources (Eraut et al. 2004).

Accountants were the most likely group to get immediate feedback, because their completed tasks were checked and incorporated into the audit document, and they could easily track increases in the complexity of the tasks they undertook.  Nurses were more likely to be taken for granted, both because they were already qualified and because they were less often observed by others. However, this did not prevent mistakes from being noticed. In many wards they were more likely to get negative feedback on a mistake, than positive feedback on everything they did well or constructive feedback in areas where their performance was adequate but capable of being improved. In other wards people were careful to avoid this imbalance.  This was most likely when membership of a ward community provided access to significant social and emotional support.  Such support appeared to be a necessary condition for a positive learning climate, but it was not always sufficient.  Strong learning support and leadership from senior nurses was also necessary.  A small number of wards did not provide either social support or learning support, although some individual nurses were able to transcend this largely negative climate.  Some ward managers understood that the best way to improve their skill mix and the quality of their collective care was for novices and E grade nurses to develop their capabilities as rapidly as possible.  Others did not see this as a form of investment or were just too daunted by the problem of trying to implement it.

Engineering teams had a rather looser structure, tasks were longer and a wider range of expertise was often involved. People spent more of their working time on their own with occasional meetings of small sub-groups with related tasks. However, their open plan offices and informal social meeting at lunch, by the coffee machine or after work provided a context in which graduate trainees could meet a wide range of people, whom they then felt able to approach later, either to get advice or to find out whom to get it from.

Access to feedback could be a problem for novices in all three professions. Their patterns of work meant that accountants could get excellent immediate short-term feedback, but found it more difficult to get medium to long-term feedback, because they had no continuity of contact with more senior staff.  Nurses received varying amounts of short-term feedback, depending on the culture of their ward; but tended not to get much medium-term feedback, because most senior nurses were very busy, and inclined to think that feedback was superfluous once the novices had been integrated into the ward. Thus progress tended to be taken for granted, rather than openly discussed in a formative manner.  The engineers’ experience was similar to that of the nurses, except that they had fewer informal cues if they were not engaged in challenging work.  Very few of the people they encountered seemed to be concerned about feedback, and those without a discernable learning trajectory were left feeling rather rudderless. 

While a sense of progression is closely linked to recognition of learning, it is possible to know that one is learning without knowing that one is making good progress. How does my progress compare with that of other trainees, present and past? Am I meeting the expectations of significant others in my organisation? Making such comparisons depends on getting feedback that extends beyond immediate actions to make general normative judgements about a person’s strengths and weaknesses. Thus it is useful to make a distinction between quick feedback on performance that supports learning how to do particular tasks, and a more deliberative kind of feedback on general progress. The former is best given by people present at the time, and is reported above as playing a key role in the development of confidence and hence of learning.  The latter is thought to require someone more senior and experienced who knows the trainee but has also consulted other people about his/her progress. One of the most telling lessons of this research is that even when novice professionals appear confident and are working competently, they still need to have a discussion of their own views of their progress. For example, we found that nurses who were contemplating leaving often doubted their capabilities or had other problems associated with their management on the ward, which, if acknowledged, might have been rectified. 

Giving medium to long-term feedback is usually associated with appraisal; but we encountered relatively few examples of appraisal, if it happened at all, being valued by our participants. This may be part of a wider problem, because earlier research on the learning of mid-career professionals (Eraut et al. 1999) found a similar range of responses - a few positive examples and many that regarded appraisal as a wasted opportunity. Indeed, many of our partner organisations in that previous project confessed that appraisal was not working as intended and said that they were trying to reformulate it. We intend to investigate this issue further in the next phase of our research, in particular (1) whether there needs to be some continuity of relationship between novice and appraiser and (2) whether appraisers have the information they need for engaging in the kind of discussion that novices are seeking. 
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