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Final report of group discussions in Germany
I. General impressions

  The conducted method group discussion with the support of the developed question catalogue is very suitable for exploring experiences of learners in every day life regarding visual learning and experience. In some cases strategies of visual learning can be reconstructed from the transcription of the respective discussions. Sometimes they are only mentioned in passing or in other connections. Mostly the learners are very much aware of it.

In all three discussion groups the synergy effects of the method are coming good or very good into effect. On the whole the individual contributions in the discussions are referred to each other very well. In all three discussion groups there was an open, friendly and committed atmosphere, which can be related to the overall good preparation of the learners by the current course director and the hospitation by the current moderator. The participation of the learners in all three courses was immediately after the starting exercise very committed.  

Only in one course the moderator had to repeat the frequently asked questions and had to give examples so that the learners were able to answer. In this course the ability to speak German was developed least of all. Nevertheless, important information can be find in this discussion. Without tape recording with ensuing transcription the analysis would not have been possible. 
In addition to the already mentioned experiences in every day life the prevailing preference of media, the perceived advantages and disadvantages and/or difficulties of the participants in dealing with pictures, signs, icons and symbols can be relatively good recorded. The felt advantage of the course concerning the learning contents gives a more or less clear idea. 

The preferences of learning could have been relatively good recorded in the group and are showing a clear visual tendency in all discussions.  However, here it becomes visible that some of the learners have problems to get access to their own learning style, which will become apparent later on.  

II.
Most important findings

a) Preference of media

  The use of the television clearly predominates in all of the three courses (ca. 80 %). The radio is used significantly less often by the learners. However, it constantly comes in second place. Only few participants read the newspaper. One of the participants (integration course) is using books and the internet regularly.

The participants using the television regard the pictures of the television as a very good support for the understanding of the language (here primarily female migrants), however as well as a support for reading and the better understanding of the contents in the newspaper (here primarily German speaking illiterates). Thus, the TV is an important link. Some articles in the newspaper can be grasped or understood better by watching the respective topics on TV before. Remarkable is that the illiterate course for German speaking illiterates has the biggest media mix.  Here television is combined with other media like radio or newspaper. 
All courses have in common that TV is used with the aim to educate oneself (to learn a language and/or to learn reading) and/or to inform oneself. In the discussion the function of entertaining does not come into effect at all, which can be related to the effects of social willingness regarding the method “group discussion“.

Gathering information with a specific aim is extremely difficult for illiterates and migrants who are hardly able to read and write, if at all. In this case one depends on the help of friends and relatives or on media like TV or radio. 

b) Experiences with pictures, symbols und pictograms in every day life and in class 

There are an enormous number of examples.
 Divided into groups the learners are listing general signs in traffic, signs and window displays in shops, signs in buildings,  signs pointing to danger, prohibition signs, pictures and signs in  textbooks, symbols and icons in computers, logos of certain companies, symbols in every day life, for example for toilettes, motor way service areas, and hospitals. However, more abstract things are also named, for example, green for police, beige for taxi and red for fire brigade.  

It is also remarkable that the examples of the discussion group stem of the direct and individual participants world of experiences. Thus, mainly company logos of the post, Telekom, Aldi, Coca Cola and Mc Donalds are given as examples, which are probably also important in the participants every day life. Other famous brands, which could be seen in advertisements were not discussed. In the two courses in Frankfurt more examples from public transport are given than in in the course in Eschweiler (a rural area). In this surrounding especially signs in little shops, bus stops or numbers of A roads and Autobahns are being perceived.  

 The orientation function of pictures is especialy mentioned in all three courses. In each course are participants who remember ways in foreign areas with the help of advertisement boards, buildings and other objects. Colours also have an important orientation function, for example the colour of a certain underground station. The learners remember specifically striking objects. 

The dependence on non-written informations explains in certain respects the higher preference of visual and auditive impressions. The personal contact is important in all target groups too. However, the dependence on the family and on friends sometimes is regarded as a burden. For example, children or partners have to deal with certain formalities. Sometimes the participants learn together with their Partners. However, in all cases this does not happen on purpose, for example with certain text book but spontaneously in every day life in connection with certain opportunities, for instants: formalities, TV-contents, shopping, finding a flat etc.

Especially pictures have a special activation potential for all target groups. Things in every day life are chosen with the help of pictures and visual and impressions. They are very important for the understanding. 

This is where a distinction is to be made between the group of migrants and the group of German speaking functional illiterates. Some migrants are able to read terms but do not know their meaning. However they are able to understand it with the help of a visual impression. The German speaking functional illiterates and migrants who are more or less able to read or are not able to read at all have to rely very often on visual impressions. Also street names on signs are often saved as a picture as long as they have an auditive imagination of street names. The participants of the three discussion groups are very much aware of the advantages of visual learning. 
Because of the dependence of visual impressions in every day life the visual competence of the learners is apparently very well developed even if this is not for nothing. On the other hand there is one case which can be documented in which a rejection of visual strategies because of learning to write is intentionally described by the learner.
 To learn reading and writing would make life much more comfortable, said one participant. The comparison of the three discussion groups gives the impression that the visual support strategies of German speaking illiterates are very well-developed. However this has to be fomulated carefully because these learners can express themselves better than the migrants. 

A great obstacle for the learners is the use of the cashpoint. However, target of criticism is not the decoding of certain symbols but their complete lack and one depends on terms. In addition to that the different function of cashpoints have increased. 

Some participants have their own computer a home. However, it is not used. The operation is apparently too difficult without the course operator. The participants fear to load a wrong programme. In all three discussion groups only one learner uses the internet regularly. 
Regarding the every day life the different groups are confronted with specific problems. For muslim migrants who cannot speak German shopping is extremely difficult. Pictures of plants on packaging of food suggest for example vegetarian products. But on closer examination it comes to light that the product contains animal components of pigs. To be on the safe side some migrants always buy their food in Turkish shops. 

Generally all participants of the three groups have significant problems in filling in forms. The terms are often written in small letters and are difficult to understand. Some participants are explaining that more symbols could be helpful. 

In two group discussion the text books are very much criticized. The respective exercises could hardly be solved. This is where the frustation tolerance apparently is exceeded. 

c) 
Learning styles of the participants 

As mentioned in the beginning the access to the own learning style s not easy for the participants. In each course the participants were sensitized fort the learning preferences by the course director. In the group discussion it sometimes became visible that the learners have difficulties in describing their own preferences of learning. Preferences of learning are named but in further explanations they are partly changing.  Sometimes they are simply confused or they become clear during the discussion.  Some learners say that they prefer situations in which they are being taught. Reacting on the enquiry if verbal explanations or the explanation with the help of pictures would be a support the majority opts for the visual access. 

The visual learning style dominates very much in all group discusions. However it is combined very often with other preferences. Learning styles very often become evident spontaneously in the course of the discussion. One exercise which was conducted in the run-up of the discussion in the education centre in Eschweiler showed the learners who come into contact with this topic for the first time the different preferences of learning. In this exercise the learerns were shown ten objects which they have to bare in mind afterwards. Ten terms were named. Then they have to feel ten objects. Then the different memories are compared with the respective exercises. 

d)
Aplicability/usefulness  of learned skills in every day life

To learn reading and writing is clearly regarded as the most important gain by the learners. To be able to read and write is connected with freedom, independence and self-fulfilment. In this part of the discussion emotive reaction were caused especially in the group of the functional illiterates. In this connection the participants are talking about their life and learning story; why they did not learn to read and write. Some participant said that their self-confidence increased by attending the course. In this respect the course director is very important as a person of confidence. The sometimes emotional expressions and justifications are a sign of hiding the reading and writing problems for years, for stigmatization by other people and the inner lack of self-confidence due to this negative experiences. 

e)  Participants requests of topics

Only in one course the learners made suggestions for learning contents and topics. They mainly affect the every day life of the learners. In this field the participants would like to have support in writing letters, filling in forms etc. Especially concerning  the topics of  job training and school-leaving qualifications and/or professional training, the learners would like to have more informations. One participant who attends the second course requests that the learning contents should be more related to German culture. 
f)
Learning biographies and target groups

In order to get a better classification of the gathered results, differences and common grounds of the discussions the respective target groups shall be described once again to explain and to characterize the learning biographies of the learners in the respective target groups. 
The first group discussion consists completely of German speaking functional illiterates at the age of 29 to 57years.  The average age is 44 years. All learners receive unemployment benefit and don´t have a certificate of basic secondary schooling. The participants have many children. 

Also in the second course (ABC course migrants) all participants are unemployed or are not educated at all. The age is between 30 and 50 years. The average age is 37.  Here it is significant that the participants of the course are living in Germany for quite a long time  (on average almost 14 years), which allows a conclusion to be drawn about the ability of integration. 

After a relative long life in Germany the participants in both courses (again) are learning how to read and write. Only a few already attended an ABC-course in Germany. In the course named secondly the German language is additionally learned.

In the second course – integration course for migrants – the learners are younger (27 to 37 years; average age: 32). On average the participants are living in Germany for 5.7 years. In the so-called integration courses the average of the unemployed is ca.   50 %. The educational background (mostly in the country of origin) is heterogeneous.

Regarding the learning biography of the participants the form of narration and discussion in the groups refers to the construction character of the individual learn and life stories, which cannot be interpreted seperately from each other. Individual biographies of learning and living can only be recorded and understood in fragments by the method of “group discussion“, nevertheless individual learn and life experiences in family, in the social surrounding and the respective courses can be presented. This can be verified in the numerous respective analysis. They give information about the significance of particular incidents and experiences in the socialization process. Even if individual learning experiences are different from each other the construction character of the narrated life and learn biography has characteristics which are specific for the target group. 

In the three groups it is striking that most learn biographies regarding the formal learning are influenced by short school attendances or by school and course attendances, which are often interrupted to a great extend. Some migrants who attended school in their countries are the exception. The described causes and life experiences are very different and are due to escape and compulsion during wars, deseases and dropouts owing to economical poverty.

Causes why learning and reading was not learned were expressed especially in the group of German functional illiterates. One participant talks about negative learning experiences at school, and that he had difficulties in following the lessons. However at school nobody cared about it. Only good pupils have been supported. Another learner says that reading and writing was not important in his family. When he was young he had to help to support the family and that he had worked in a mine below ground.

Experiences of failing due to difficulties in reading and writing are present in all areas of life. The learners are telling of stigmatization and exclusion in many situations in every day life. The individually felt causes of illiteracy and the respective negative experiences in every day life have obviously a very strong impact on the behaviour and manifests themselves clearly in the emotional feelings of the learners. Inner derogation and justification of the own life situation are much more present in the discussion of German speaking illiterates than in groups of migrants.  In the extreme case anxieties are uttered that efforts to learn reading and writing could fail because of the usual life-style but also because of the lack of financial means, which are needed to pay further courses. Social culture effects are reflected as well. 

The importance of informal learning has a great significance in all learning biographies and the learners of all three courses are very much aware of it. Media, especially TV and radio are used to collect information and have a considerable function in the education. In the informal strategies of learning especialy the pictures of the television are supporting the understanding of the German language, however, as well the reading of newspapers afterwards. As a strategy of help visual learning has a special position in all life and learning stories.  Visual competence in general is as it was seen in many examples very well developed by most of the learners. 
Regarding the own learning biography all learners consider the course as a huge enrichment and liberation. For many this is the first positive formal learning experience in their lives. According to many learners the learning of reading and writing increases the quality of life and the selfconfidence in the own personality. This is the reason for the special position of the  course director. In the reflection of the own life story the collected negative experiences have a deep impact. 
III.
Recommendations regarding the qualification concept and workshops

As it was seen in numerous examples all experiences, examples and requestions of topics  uttered in the group discussion are clearly related to the every day life of the learners. For this reason In the conception of the workshop the target group of the specific institute  should be analyzed.  Therefore the „qualification concept“ should be able to deal with individual worlds of experiences. 

The results of the group discussions should be presented in the work shops of the teachers. The visual strategies of learning in this newly reworked form are likely to be new and interesting for the course directors. The presentation of these results  probably have a good potential of stimulation and could be helpful for the workshop because it excellently encourages to change experiences. For that reason the experiences should be recorded in the workshops and become part of the general “qualification concept“. 

As could be proved several times pictures signs and symbols are having a special potential of activation for the learners. The visual media and the dominance of the felt visual preference of learning of the learners prevails significantly. Concerning  pictures, signs and symbols the participants the see more advantages than disadvantages.  Visual competence is very well developed by the participants. Therefore this prevailing access should be supported and be improved by visual methods of learning. In this three courses in Frankfurt and Eschweiler clearly visual strategies of the learners could be explored and documented, however, the learners had relatively few knowledge of the different visual methods of learning. Therefore the methods in the workshop should be primarily communicated in a way which is related to practice and application. 
In the available concept of qualification which has been presented in the third meeting for partners general principles of picture designs were explained with the help of photographies.  In workshops for course directors in Germany these general principles are being further developed and if possible being related to the lessons. The main emphasis has to be put on pictures, for example pictures on the black board, general materials of courses like excercise sheets. In workshops further opportunities of applications shall be the focus of attention. 

Concerning the learning biography of the participants who are mainly formed by very short school attendances and especially by learning in every day life, for example by media, the learning of learning should one of the main topics in workshops. The work with learning types seems to be very useful. The above described method of the education centre in Eschweiler explains the learners the different learning styles very well and could be additionally presented in workshops. 

In connection with the preparations and the conduction of the group discusssion the contact to some of the teachers was established. They were very interested in the topic of “visual learning“ and talked about their experiences with the used pictures in class.  As it is to be expected that the workshop will be attended by different experts they should have sufficient time for the exchange of experiences at their disposal.  Visual learning theories should be presented shortly and not be dealed with intensively. Since visual learning is an 
interdisciplinary subject this should be expressed in the choice of theory, and an one-sidedly presentation of the topic should be avoided.

� Read the respective analysis on page 3


� Read group discussion No. 1, Participant4m57, S. 4
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