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Introduction

There has been a continual record of success at Lancaster for its innovative teaching with three NTSF fellowships and Pilkington teaching prizes since 1991. However we are not as good at learning from each other’s experience. This short paper is the first in a series of papers, which will help disseminate some of Lancaster's good ideas. We have collected examples from seven different departments of ideas they have tried to enhance their teaching without increasing, and in some cases reducing, the cost.

We hope there is just enough information in each piece to give you a flavour of the idea and a contact person if you would like further details and to pursue the idea for your department.

Comments and ideas for future Teaching Issues will be very welcome.

Prof. Amanda Chetwynd, Director of Undergraduate Studies

DOING MORE WITH LESS

Increasing numbers of students come into some departments of the university with no commensurate increase in funding.  Other departments have to work hard to recruit sufficient numbers of students.  Both of these circumstances have implications for the way students are taught and assessed.  A summary of some of the strategies which have been adopted to cope with this situation is given in the paragraph below and this is followed by brief case studies describing some innovations in teaching and assessment which are currently being explored in the university.

With increasing time pressures on staff, the value of teaching students in small groups has predictably been questioned, with some departments abandoning tutorials and seminars and exploring different ways of using two or three teachers to work with students in groups of a hundred or more.  Other departments, have responded to the pressure of student numbers by either looking at how tutorials can be delivered for less or what additional value they can get from what is now acknowledged to be an expensive resource.  The need for end-of year assessment has also been questioned particularly in relation to Part I students. Do we need final assessment at the end of Part I for all students or would we be better to encourage students to work more consistently throughout the year by offering exemption from terminal assessment to students who attain sufficiently high grades in their course work assessment throughout the year?  Finally, many departments are making use of electronic noticeboards and discussion spaces both to ease pressure on staff and improve facilities for students.  
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Using ICT

1) Electronic Noticeboards

These are used in many departments as a repository for standard information which would otherwise have to be distributed as paper copy.  Information given on noticeboards includes the course handbook, laboratory notes, pre-lecture readings, lecture notes, practice and assessed questions, model answers to essays, information about coursework and the information provided can be updated.  Students can be forewarned of changes or cancellations in the normal programme and plan their time accordingly.  For the lecturer there are obvious advantages in being able to lodge information in a known place accessible to all students, rather than have to rely on manual distribution, and information can be made available to students whenever the lecturer thinks it most appropriate.  For example, lecture notes can be provided before or after lectures, and solutions to questions can be released after students have had a reasonable time to work through the problems.  Feedback from Management Science (MSC 100 and MSC 101) indicates that students find the website both useful and easy to use, as seen in the combined responses below:  

Did you find the website useful as a source of information about the course? 

	Yes
	No 
	Indifferent

	209
	22
	48


Did you find the website easy to use? 

	Yes
	No 
	Indifferent

	255
	11
	13


2) Discussion spaces

These are also used in may departments as a medium for (i) encouraging students to frame questions and (ii) dealing with those questions more efficiently.  Lecturers still spend time answering students’ questions but they are able to engage with them at times convenient to themselves, and, in addition, one response often answers the same query from many students.  Students know that the discussion space is a good place to ask questions or make interesting points, and that their questions will be answered.  This is particularly pertinent around examination times when there is generally a marked increase in the number of questions asked.  Since students’ questions and comments can be made anonymously, feedback from the discussion space gives a good indication of how well the course is going generally and also of particular points that need clarifying.  This enables lecturers to react quickly to difficulties and to post additional material as required.

Although it takes a little time to set up a Noticeboards or Discussion Space, a lot of help and support is available from ISS.  Noticeboards are a very efficient and sure way of delivering information.  Discussion Spaces benefits students in many ways and at the same time remove pressure from staff.  Students know this is a place where their questions can be asked and will be answered without having to search out the individual delivering the course.  They can, if they wish, ask questions anonymously.  However, they do need to be able to frame their questions accurately and be precise about what it is they need to know.  Staff are able to pick up and react quickly, but at a time convenient to them, to problems encountered in the course.  They know that responses to questions from individual students can be read by all who have access to the space.  

Tutorial and Seminar Work

Reducing the cost of small-group teaching 

1) Group-led tutorials

George Long: Introduction to Marketing (MKTG 101) - c200 students 

In response to growing numbers, group-led tutorials were introduced about three years ago into Part I Marketing.  It was recognised that students coming from small A level classes can find large lectures and workshops daunting and also that they need the support and continuity of belonging to a small group.  In order to maintain small group support whilst reducing staff teaching load, the regular tutorial system with groups of about twelve students has been maintained, but although the same group of students meets every week, tutorials are organised so that learning outcomes are assured without staff always being present.  

During the first term, tutorials are organised in the usual way with discussion led by a member of staff so that students become familiar with their tutor, the rest of the group and learn what tutorial discussion entails.  In the second term tutorials continue to meet every week but the tutor attends only in alternate weeks.  For those sessions when the tutor is not present, a question is set for the group and two or three students are given the role of either chairing the group or providing a written report of the proceedings.  Each student is expected to make a contribution and the chair and rapporteur produce a summary which is emailed to the rest of the group and also to tutors.  In preparing their summary, the students organising the tutorial are encouraged to email a draft round the rest of the group for comment, so that the final outcome is a synthesis of group opinion. Tutors also add their comments.  Attendance is monitored by the chair, who takes signatures, and the session is followed up as part of the tutorial the following week when a member of staff is present.

Although group-led tutorials were motivated by a need to reduce teaching load, they are seen to benefit students.  They provide the sense of belonging and support which initially motivated Marketing to go for this scheme rather than abandon tutorials in favour of large workshops.  Like traditional tutorials, they inculcate the habit of reading, studying and presenting ideas, and in addition they require students to take more responsibility for organising and reflecting on their own learning.  Students also learn to work cooperatively and are motivated by a sense of responsibility to the group.  

The system does need careful monitoring, and overall student-led tutorial discussion tends to last for 35 to 40 minutes rather than the full 50 minutes.  This is possibly because fewer in-depth questions are asked and students tend to use their textbooks to model and structure their ideas more in these sessions than they do when they have a tutor present.  For the staff, this is a heavily managed activity, carefully designed as part of the course.  In addition tutors meet at regular intervals to discuss and monitor how the tutorials are going and these meetings are recognised as part of the tutor workload.

Overall this model does reduce some of the load on staff whilst providing the students with the benefits of small group discussion and the opportunity to take more responsibility for their own learning.  

2) Using hourly-paid staff to lead tutorials

Marilyn E. Pooley – Part I Geography (Geog 100) – c 230 students

Part I Geography students receive three one hour lectures per week and twelve fortnightly tutorials during the year.  Tutorial groups are small and aim to have  six or seven students.  In addition to the fortnightly tutorial, tutors also provide a weekly office hour.  Teaching small groups is an expensive activity but the department sees tutorials as an important part of their provision for students.  Tutorials back up the lecture course and provide a forum for discussion.  They also offer good opportunities for training students in the basic transferable skills they need to succeed at university and beyond.  In addition tutorials help students to feel part of the department and have a pastoral as well as an academic function. 

Part I tutorials are generally led by postgraduate students, and research associates paid on an hourly basis.  The use of less experienced and less expensive staff is, however, balanced by a high level of support.  Tutors initially receive two hours of training in topics relating to both teaching and assessment.  They are then required to attend half-termly group meetings with the Part I Director of Studies, which provide an opportunity to share problems and exchange ideas.  In addition they are encouraged to contact the Part I Director of Studies for help or advice at any time and to take advantage of training courses provided by HEDC.  Each tutor is given a set of guidelines for Part I tutorials and expected to provide a syllabus for tutorials within the context of the guidance given, the Part I lecture syllabus and their own expertise.  A model syllabus is provided to help in this and tutors also have access to a file of reference tutorials which provides outline tutorials particularly relating to developing study skills.  There are also a series of   “oven ready” tutorials on a wide range of topics covered by the course.  As well as having regular contact with the Part I Director of Studies, each tutor has a mentor who is a full time member of the academic staff.

As part of the tutorial programme, each student completes three essays and two pieces of fieldwork.  One of the two pieces of fieldwork is a self-guided field trail for which students go out in groups, following the instructions given in a booklet which describe the trail, and are assessed on their answers to a set of short questions and a five hundred word discussion essay relating to the experience.  There are obvious savings on staff time here and also opportunities for students to take the initiative and work in groups.

Feedback on tutorials is good.  In the course review, 20% of respondents mention them spontaneously as one of the best things about the course.

Recognising that small-groups are an expensive resource and reviewing their function 

1) Doing skills in tutorials: using tutorials to deliver transferable skills 

Dr. Wlodek Tych: Part II Tutorials; Dr. Andy Binley: Project Skills (ENV 222) - c 90 students 

Environmental Science places a lot of emphasis on packaging their courses so that their graduates can demonstrate expertise to potential employers.  At a time when it is not easy to attract students into science, an emphasis on employability on graduation is attractive to potential students.  In this context, fostering high elements of relevant ‘transferable skills’ is seen as important for students and the dissertation, based on original work, which students produce in their final year, is seen as an important part of the assessment process in that it provides experience of writing an extensive scientific report. 

Work towards the dissertation begins in year two and involves the integration of a compulsory course on Project Skills (ENV 222), field work completed in the week preceding the beginning of year two (ENV 200), and tutorials in which students are taught in groups of about six.   For the Project Skills course, students receive three hours teaching per week in the form of lectures, practicals and workshops over ten weeks.  Students receive training in a range of skills – several elements of IT, report writing, literature searching, data analysis methods, etc.  For the practical element of Project Skills, the students are taught in reasonably small (20 students or less) groups and an additional general help session is timetabled each week to help with the transition from Part I to the more demanding Part II. 

During the Michaelmas term, students have four one-hour tutorial sessions which cover the skills they will need to produce a dissertation.  The structure and content of tutorials is clearly set out for tutors and topics covered include time management, library work, and subjects relating to the production of a good dissertation such as topic selection, making efficient use of references and structuring a report. The tutorial system gives students the opportunity to act on information given in lectures and practicals and makes use of material gathered as part of the field course.  Tutorials also give students opportunities for poster and oral presentations and are seen as important in providing an environment in which students feel supported and ‘at home’ in the department.  

By the end of the Michaelmas terms, second year students have selected their dissertation topic and in the Lent term students start to apply the project skills they have acquired to topics specific to their dissertation area.  A further four tutorials follow with their dissertation supervisor in the Lent term.  During these meetings further transferable skills such as literature research and report writing are worked on in the context of the their dissertation area. In the third term tutorials evolve into more project specific meetings. At the end of the second year students produce an interim report  which carries a proportion of the marks for the dissertation.

Student feedback is positive and indicates (i) that they appreciate help with time management and (ii) that dissertation progress reports, which are part of the tutorial system, are very helpful to them.  Although the tutorial system involves each member of staff in four hours of supervision per term, better results and better prepared projects makes it more for some effort but very worthwhile.

For more information contact:a.binley@lancaster.ac.uk, w.tych@lancaster.ac.uk.

2) The collaborative learning project: getting more from seminars

Dr. Isis Brook – Introduction to Philosophy (Phil 100) – c 300 students

Part I Philosophy is taught through 25 weeks with 2 lectures a week and one seminar a week with 12 students guided by a teaching assistant.  Although seminars are generally acknowledged to be an expensive resource, many of the activities that can arise during small-group activities are seen as particularly relevant to the study of philosophy as well as providing students with more generally useful skills. Seminars provide students with the opportunity to put ideas forward for consideration by others and listen to, and assess, other people’s points of view. They also encourage students to understand that everybody has something to contribute but no one has it all.  

However, just putting students in groups does not automatically ensure that learning takes place and the collaborative learning project looked at available information on collaborative learning, and also the experience of both students and tutors of seminar work in first year philosophy, with the aim of getting more from small group learning.

As a result of the Collaborative Learning Project, the department has produced a guide to getting the most from seminars.  This is available as a web resource for both students and tutors. The rationale for making this resource available to students as well as tutors is the realisation, from talking to student focus groups, that students were well aware that they, as well as tutors, are responsible for unproductive seminars and that they needed the skills to address this situation.  The report recognises that the demands made by discussion groups may be new to school leavers and that many students only recognised at the end of the first year that they had missed an important learning opportunity because they had settled into a pattern of not contributing in seminars and assuming that learning came only from information imparted in lectures.  The guide tackles practical issues such as: not having done the reading, long silences, the temptation to say too much or alternatively nothing at all.  In addition it considers what seminars are for and indicates to students what they can gain from group learning and how they can contribute.

The student and tutor guide to getting the most from seminars can be found on the web at –

http://www.lancs.ac.uk/depts/philosophy/seminartips.htm

Further information about the project, including information about the final report: Partnership in Truth, is available from i.brook@lancaster.ac.uk. 
Finding alternatives to small-group teaching

1) Working with small groups in a large group forum

Dr. Bogdan Costea and Dr. Norman Crump

Thinking about Management and Organisation (BOR 100/101) – c 200 students

For the past four years, this Part I course has been taught using a weekly teaching pattern consisting of a one hour lecture and one two-hour teaching block for which students are divided into large groups of around a hundred.  Within these groups, students are divided into groups of ten at the beginning of the year and operate as a group within the larger forum throughout the year.   The reasons for working in this way are largely pedagogical, as teaching in large groups provides an interactive format in which discussion arises easily and students can engage with the complexities of the discipline, leading them to question rather than accumulate models.

The two-hour teaching block is run by a team of two members of staff and exposes students to the experience of dialogue and debate.  The initial input varies and may include video material, case studies or group presentations, and the main aim of the session is to encourage students to discuss issues and develop ideas.  The two members of staff move around the groups and pick up points in the discussion which may then be addressed to the whole forum.  In this way students are encouraged to present their ideas to a bigger audience.   Students groups are also expected to give small presentations throughout the year and a group presentation at the end of it. They are provided with a reading pack at the beginning of the year and this supports teaching on a week-by-week basis.  The groups of ten are also seen as a support system in that students are encouraged to talk to other members of their group about issues they don’t understand and also encouraged to keep in email contact.

Written assessment is similarly polemical and set topics encourage students to play around with ideas such as:  What would Karl Marx have made of the internet?  Feedback varies, as would be expected from a method of teaching which demands a lot from the students involved.

This approach requires teachers who can (i) provide the energetic performance that gets students engaged and (ii) manage the levels of anxiety induced in order to create a situation in which serious discussion and the willingness to share ideas can take hold.    This is an approach designed to uncover questions rather than to pass on information. 

For more information about the course, see the Behaviour in Organisation website or email n.crump@lancaster.ac.uk.

2) Large workshops and more assessment

Dr. Caroline Elliott – Principles of Economics (Economics 101 and 102) – over 400 students

In response to the increase in student numbers, the teaching pattern for students taking Part I Economics has changed in the Michaelmas and Lent terms from two lectures and two tutorials per week to two lectures and one large workshop per week plus one small-group tutorial per term. Workshops are run by one lecturer and two tutors who support approximately 100 students working through workbook questions individually.  Students are provided with solutions after the session.  Students begin their optional courses in week 17 and at this point they are organised into tutorial groups of 16-18 students. Throughout the year additional support is available for students in the form of three one-hour clinic sessions per week, which are optional for students and to which they can take along any problems they have including past exam questions to be marked.

In order to ensure that students are working consistently throughout the year, more assessment has been introduced into the course and students are monitored on the basis of their coursework every three weeks, so that they now have eight pieces of assessed work.  Students study macroeconomics and microeconomics and are assessed by means of two multi-choice tests and a short essay in each of these areas.  There is also an end-of-year test and a group project for both macroeconomics and microeconomics.  In preparation for writing the assessed essay, students are expected to produce an essay for peer assessment in the large workshops.  A model answer to this question is then posted up on the discussion space.

Feedback from students is good in terms of the assessment programme.  This results in part from the fact that the multiple choice tests tend to give higher coursework marks, but students also feel that more regular assessment does enable them to monitor their progress and help them to keep on target. It gives them frequent feedback and the kind of security they felt from having frequently marked work at school.  Staff also see the benefit of students working to meet regular deadlines.  Students have been less happy working in very large groups and from week 9, workshops with around 30 students  will replace workshops of 100. However, large workshops will be tried again next year in the context of more staff preparation.

For more information, contact C.Elliott@lancaster.ac.uk

Reducing the amount of assessment

Exemption from final exam for students with good coursework assessment marks
Dr. Roger Brooks: Statistics and Computing for Management  (MSC1 100 and MSC1 101) – c 450 students

The first year statistics courses in Management Science are designed to be levelling courses, and, as such, accessible to students with very different backgrounds in the subject.  It is recognised that even with a course split which provides for students who have studied A level statistics (MSC1 101) and students who are new to the subject (MSC1 100) many students will have already covered much of the material taught in the Lent term.

In response to this situation and to increasing student numbers both the assessment and tutorial models have been adjusted.  In the past assessment for all students consisted of a case study (25%), a class test (25%) and final exam (50%).   Now students who average more than 55% on course work assessment with at least 40% on the course test are exempted from the final exam.  In 2001, the first year in which the system operated, approximately 25% of students taking the course needed to sit the final exam and as a result the amount of exam marking needed was drastically cut.   Although the system was adopted in response to growing numbers it does have pedagogical advantages in that it provides a strong incentive to put in consistent effort in throughout the year.  Students appreciate the opportunity the system gives them to reduce exam stress at the end of the year, and, not surprisingly, student feedback is good. 

The tutorial system has also been modified in response to increased numbers of students and the fact that many students are already very familiar with the material presented at the beginning of the course.  Small-group tutorials of 15 to 20 students have been replaced by optional ‘drop in’ sessions.  These tutorials are planned so that every other week they are open for any questions and problems experienced by individual students and on the alternate weeks they deal with set tutorial questions which students are expected to attempt beforehand and check against solution sheets and the following.  This tutorial model recognises that many students don’t really need to attend weekly tutorials and that those who do benefit from smaller numbers and more individual help.  

Exemption from the final exam for students who reach over 55% on coursework, seems a good approach for Part I courses generally, and particularly those concerned with methods and techniques. 

For more information, see the Management Science Part One website or email roger.brooks@lancaster.ac.uk
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