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Purpose of the report

To report on the final project outcomes, including the main activities of the project and how these may have differed from original plans. Project resources and links to web resources, dissemination details and any evidence of project impact should also be provided. The report should be completed by 30 June 2009.

Main objectives/broad purposes of the project
The objective of this project is to enable an exchange of ideas and opinions upon different approaches to the notion of collaborative learning techniques recognising four contextual issues which seem pervasive in higher education at present:

(a) Firstly, experiential evidence at Ulster and Coventry that increasingly students have difficulties in adjusting to the transition from school to University learning environments.

(b) Secondly, that there is a need in terms of the development of transferable skills required by employers for students to have fruitful experiences from team working.

(c) Thirdly, resource constraints in higher education appear to be tightening – increasing teaching is not a financially valid option but different approaches to teaching, specifically collaborative learning, may be.

(d) Fourthly, that the collaborative learning experience can be detrimentally affected by both free–riding and plagiarism.

Main activities of the project (and how and why these may have differed from original plans)

At Ulster, the use of group work has taken place in the compulsory non-specialist 1st year module for Built Environment students (Economics 1) and the compulsory specialist 1st year module (Microeconomics 1)
The compulsory specialist 2nd year module (Industrial Economics) at Ulster was intended to to split the students up into groups of four operating both in class and outside the classroom physically and virtually (with private discussion rooms created in the module area on WebCT).  The technical issues with the new student registration system that meant there was no accessible WebCT module area until over half way through the 1st semester proved to be a major constraint on students operating in their groups despite repeated efforts by the module coordinator so this was abandoned..

At Coventry, the project focused on 2 option modules (one 2nd year - World Business and Trade and one 3rd year (Public Sector Economics)) And NOT a compulsory 1st year module and an optional 3rd year module as originally planned.

Outcomes of the project

In each module, in respect of different collaborative learning exercises, we have examined what is being done, what is the rationale for it being done and how effective is the approach from both the teachers and the learners respectively.  

Available resources (including web links)

The learning packs for Industrial Economics is online at http://www.socsci.ulst.ac.uk/econpolitics/profiles/mf.bailey/indecon.pdf
Dissemination (details of events, dates etc disseminated and planned)

A poster session is being presented at the Economics Network's Development in Economics Education conference in September 2009.

Planned activities are

a) Poster/Paper at Elate Conference, Coventry University, 2009

b) Departmental Staff Seminar or Paper at Coventry University Faculty of Business, Environment and Society, Staff Applied Research Conference 2009.

c) School of Economics Staff Seminar University of Ulster late 2009

d) Staff Development Unit Seminar, University of Ulster 2009/2010

e) Submission of a paper to an appropriate peer reviewed education journal

Impact (please include any evaluation data or any other evidence of the project’s impact)

Compulsory non-specialist 1st year module at Ulster 

The rationale of SUR105 is to introduce students to the principles, implications and outcomes of economic behaviour as they relate to individuals, firms, and governments in the economy in general and the built environment specifically. 

The module was assessed 100% by coursework consisting of two elements: seminar questions and multiple choice questions (undertaken online as this is our largest Economics module – 350+ students).

During seminars students engaged in 2 separate tasks.

1.
Discussing with the tutor any areas of concern.

2.
Providing oral and written answers to seminar questions.

Students were allocated into subgroups (within their seminar group) of 2/3/4 students per sub group (usually this is once chapter per student so a 3 chapter week will normally have 3 students presenting in each group). 

Each week from weeks 3 to 6 and weeks 8 to 12 at least one of these subgroups (usually 2, 3 or 4) per seminar was pre-selected, to explain in the seminar, the answers to a series of seminar questions and to submit the written answers to the tutor for assessment. Each subgroup presented, for the relevant seminar, the answers to TWO allocated sets of seminar questions in written and oral form (one Microeconomics set, one Macroeconomics set).  Although each member of the subgroup is responsible for submitting the complete set of answers, this is a group exercise and only group submissions are marked. All members of the subgroup received the same mark except when it is clear that not all members of the subgroup have contributed equally.

The operation of the non-specialist module for Built Environment students at Ulster (Economics 1) has been assessed in 3 ways:

· An online survey at completion of the views of students about the module at its completion.

· Focus groups of students about the module.

· Focus groups of staff about the operation of the module (only two of the 6 members of staff used have taught this module before so there is a contrast of old ‘lags’ and new blood).

The online survey response rate was low (14% - which was not unexpected given the timing towards the end of the semester but this was deliberately done so students had actually experienced at least one piece of group work on the module). Of those who did respond, 61% agreed or strongly agreed that they “felt more confident about working in group situations now”, 65% agreed or strongly agreed that they “found peer-group work useful in helping me to learn” and 85% agreed or strongly agreed that they thought that the methods of assessment were appropriate to the module content/learning outcomes.

In the focus groups with students, students were overwhelmingly positive about the relevance of the module and were equally positive about the group presentation aspect – typical comments ranged from the knowledge-based (e.g. “Chance to work with people to understand each unit of work. Each person has a different way of communicating and presenting the work.” and “Revisiting work helped us understand it.”) to the transferable (e.g. “ Because it gave me a little more confidence in myself to get up and talk in front of people”).

They were mature enough to recognise the difficulties of this approach (e.g. “Would have preferred individual presentations as working in groups is sometimes difficult.” and “The group work can work against you as all group members don’t always attend”)

The focus groups with staff were overwhelmingly positive with this approach being adopted in the School of Economics’ other large non-specialist 1st year module (for Business Studies, Accounting and Human Resource Management students) next year.

Compulsory specialist 1st year module at Ulster

This project provided an opportunity to undertake a comparative assessment of a traditional lecture-seminar format not involving student group-work (TLS) and a collaborative learning environment using student groups on a first year microeconomics module.  

In the 2007-08 academic year the Microeconomics 1 class was split, with half the students following a PBL format, while the remaining half were taught using the traditional lecture-seminar format (TLS).  The syllabus content and teacher were the same for both classes.  All students sat the same end-of-year examination.  In the 2008-09 academic year all students were taught using a TLS format only.  Again the syllabus content and teacher were the same as in the previous year.  In 2007-08 all students were registered on the single honours BSc (Economics) programme (S); in 2008-09 students registered on the new BSc (Economics Major with Business Minor) programmes (M) took the microeconomics module for the first time.  

	
	% Failure Rate

  (Exam)
	% Median Mark

(Exam)
	% Failure Rate 

(Coursework)
	% Attendance 

Rate

	PBL students 2007-08
	15
	55
	8
	95

	TLS students 2007-08
	53
	41
	33
	< 60*

	TLS (S) students 2008-09
	18
	45
	24
	74*

	TLS (M) students 2008-09
	33
	43
	33
	75*


* The attendance rates for those failing the examination was < 50% for all TLS classes. 

It is the experience on the microeconomics 1 module that collaborative learning appears to generate a more successful learning outcome relative to a TLS environment in terms of lower examination and coursework failure rates, higher examination performance, and higher commitment to the learning environment via a higher attendance rate.  

Optional specialist 2nd year module at Coventry
In the optional 2nd year module (215ECN World Business and Trade) on the BA Economics programmes at Coventry University, the research intervention was over the Spring Term 2009.  Students were informed of the following aims of the research:

(i) To enhance team building and team working skills

(ii) To develop independent and collaborative research skills

(iii) To develop student’s team skills in explaining economic concepts and principles

(iv) To enhance student’s confidence and self-esteem

(v) To compare and evaluate student-led with traditional tutor led lecturing approaches on the module.

To operationalise the research the following plan was used:

· The number of students on the module (18) were divided into 5 groups of between 4-5 students.

· Each group were asked to prepare and present a 30 minute presentation to the class, including a student handout and then to write a group report of 3,000 words

The presentation topics were:

1.
Globalization

2.
Issues in Trade and the Environment

3.
The  Doha Round

4.
Regional Trading Arrangements (with special reference to one particular RTA)

5.
The economic impact of HIV/AIDS

Students were also given additional guidance within each topic area with regard to which issues should be explained and discussed.

Feedback and assessment:

Immediately following the group presentations, the other members of the class were required to grade the student handout using a variety of criteria and also to detail perceived strengths and weaknesses.  The tutor also did the same.

These grades and comments from the students and tutor were then read out to the whole class and discussed.

The student handout and the final report made up 25% of the final module mark.  Only the tutor’s grade for the handout was used in the final module mark.

Following the completion of the student-led lecture sessions, the class was given a survey questionnaire to complete.  This comprised of three different sections.  Section A was an evaluation of student’s perception of the traditional, tutor-led lecturing model used on the module.  Meanwhile, Section B was designed to evaluate their perception of the student-led lecturing experience.  Lastly, Section C was designed to elicit their perceptions regarding the relative merits of the traditional versus student-led lecturing model.

Analysis of data 

67% response rate - 12 returns  -  8 male, 4 female

Section A : Tutor-led lectures

11 out of 12 students stated there were sufficient tutor-led lectures.  One student wanted more contact time.

All students wanted weekly tutor-led lectures

The reasons given for weekly contact were:

•
To obtain guidance

•
Easier to learn from tutor as they know the material

•
Can ask tutor questions about previous week’s class

•
Helps flow of work

•
Would forget information otherwise

Best aspects of tutor-led lectures were:

•
They know what they are talking about

•
Well structured and lead to increased knowledge and confidence in topic

•
Can ask if stuck

•
Examples

Improvements which could be made to lecture-led sessions

Some students wrote nothing.  No real theme with regard to improvements that could be made.  More office hours, more time for seminars.

Virtually all students agreed or mostly agreed with the 8 criterion for tutor led lectures.  However, with regard to “providing a passive learning opportunity for the student”, only 3 agreed, while 8 stated “mostly agreed”.  I think this demonstrates that the lecture in this module was not always completely passive.  In fact, students are able and do ask questions throughout the lecture.

Three students were “neutral” with regard to the lecture “raising general interest in the module”.

Section B: Student-led lecture sessions:  Taking part in the lecturing process

11 out of 12 students agreed that the experience allowed students to develop collaborative skills.  8 students agreed that they had greater freedom to explore and reflect and ideas than in tutor led lectures.

However, students did not feel that concepts and theories could be examined in more depth than in tutor-led lectures.  Students were either neutral or mostly disagreed with this statement.

The majority of students (7 out of 12) believed that student-led lectures enabled them to practice communication skills specific to the specific area than when the tutor leads the lecture class.

There was no clear indication whether student-led lecturing allowed students to identify and address their own learning needs more than in tutor-led lectures.  

The most popular response to what aspect was enjoyed the most was: “observing the student-led lectures”, followed by “all equally enjoyable” and “taking part in the preparation”.  The least enjoyable was “the actual lecturing element”.

There was a recognition that the presentation skills aspect was useful and developed communication skills and confidence.  It was also useful for students to observe other students and see their mistakes and also to give feedback on their presentations as well as have this feedback discussed.

One student stated that listening to others did not help her learn, but actually teaching the class themselves did help her learn.

One student liked student presentations as they were basic and easily understood.  

Feelings experienced when told they were told they would be participating in student led presentations

Most students were not shocked or in denial when asked to conduct a presentation and only two were resistant to the idea.  50% of students were not very keen to take part, the rest were either neutral or very keen. Virtually all students agreed or were neutral with regard to viewing the experience as a challenge but a learning experience and also believed they could do it.  75% of students agreed that they had got a lot from the experience.

Three best aspects of student-led presentations

· The most commonly mentioned aspects were confidence building and improved communication skills.

· Most liked meeting and working with others in a group.  One person liked the fact that they worked alone, at their own pace and with no interference from others.

Three worst aspects of student-led presentation

· Nerves – fear, stammering, forgetting words

· With regard to their own presentation – group disorganisation, effort and ability of others, preparation, questions at end.

· With regard to listening to other student’s presentations – information not correct or students not well prepared.

Section C: Comparison of tutor-led and student-led lectures

All students preferred tutor-led lectures.

The reasons given were the lecturer was authoritative, had the necessary experience, could be understood more easily, more effective, information was correct, clear structure, learnt more from a lecture than a student presentation and  can ask questions.

Most students, however, wanted student-led lecturing to be integrated into the teaching programme.

Those who did not want them integrated cited nerves about presenting or wanting their mark to be determined by their own efforts and not those of other group members who did not always give 100%.

Student presentations could be included either every fourth week or twice per term.  This answer would not differ if the lecturing was part of the formal assessment of the module.

For the all the criterion tutor-led lectures were preferred to student-led lectures.  However, 50% of students felt that student-led lectures raised general interest in the module.  With regard to passive learning, students were equally divided between student and tutor led lectures

Preparing, designing and delivering the student-led lecture

The majority of students enjoyed (or were neutral) with regard to the delegation of work, the independent research, the sharing of the findings and agreeing a structure.

With regard to generating the lecture material no-one strongly agreed that they enjoyed generating the lecture.  Most agreed or were neutral.  With regard to delivering the lecture, the median score was neutral – four students enjoyed the presenting.  

Optional specialist 3rd year module at Coventry
In the optional 3rd year module (Public Sector Economics) on the BA Economics programme at Coventry University, Dr Keith Gray undertook his research intervention over a 5 week period in February/ early March of the academic year 2008/09. Students were provided with a set of aims for the research to encourage their participation.  This was deemed essential given that the research was not to be part of formal assessment with obvious issues arising subsequently in respective of their incentive to co-operate.  Students were informed of the following aims of the research:

(i) To further enhance team building and team working skills

(ii) To develop independent and collaborative, in – depth research skills

(iii)  To evaluate student’s team skills in explaining complex economic concepts and principles

(iv) To enhance student’s confidence and self-esteem

(v) To prepare directly for the 321ECN summer examination

(vi) To compare and evaluate student - led with traditional tutor - led lecturing approaches on the module.

To operationalise the research the following plan was used:

· The lecture group was subdivided into two groups A and B

· Each of these groups was further sub-divided into A1; A2 and B1; B2

· Thus there were four small groups of 6 students each

· Each sub-group (A1; A2 etc) was required to do two things.  Firstly, to research for, prepare and present a mini-lecture of between 30 and 40 minutes and secondly to prepare three related questions to test the understanding of the student observers.  All students were expected to have an input in the delivery of the student-led lecture

· Sub-groups A1 and A2 held their sessions during week 6 (10th February) and sub-groups B1 and B2 during week 8 (24th February)

· The tutor acted as a mentor in preparing the student – led mini lectures to ensure that the appropriate concepts, principles and theories were explored in appropriate depth.  In addition, the tutor provided initial readings. 

· Various, brief  assessment exercises were carried out after the student- led sessions so that the tutor, presenting groups and the observers could reflect on their learning experience

· Prior to the first set of student- led mini-lectures (week 5), between each set (week 7) and after the final set of these sessions (week 9); the group were given a traditional tutor – led lecture as a set of comparators.

Sub- group A1 looked at “A methodological investigation of how economists evaluate health care programmes using clinical examples”

Sub - group A2 looked at “An assessment of the relative merits of different methods of economic health evaluation”

Sub – group B1 looked at “An assessment of the extent to which the provision of public services should be left to the market”

Sub – group B2: looked at “A critical evaluation of the quasi-market reforms in public services in the UK”

As stated above, it was emphasised that these topics were directly relevant to the summer examination for the module as an added incentive to participate.

At the close of each student-led mini-lecture, the audience was asked to complete a brief feedback sheet to give the student ‘lecturers’ an immediate overview of their performance against a set of standard criteria, e.g. ‘were they well organised?’ and in addition, the observation group was asked to provide the student lecturers with a list of good/ negative aspects/ suggestions for improvement.

One week after the final set of student-led lecture sessions, the class was given a survey questionnaire to complete in class.  This comprised of three different sections.  Section A was an evaluation of student’s perception of the traditional, tutor-led lecturing model used on the module.  Meanwhile, Section B was designed to evaluate their perception of the student-led lecturing experience.  Lastly, Section C was designed to elicit their perceptions regarding the relative merits of the traditional versus student-led lecturing model.

A total of seventeen complete questionnaires were retuned.  This represented 71% of the participants in the student-led sessions.  Attempts were made to encourage the remaining students to complete a questionnaire but this did not result in any further returns.

The evaluation of the data is ongoing.  Some descriptive statistical techniques have been used in Excel to identify, for instance, mean scores and standard deviations regarding Likert scale based questions.  These will be used to develop materials for a ‘poster’ session with colleagues involved in this joint research project at the forthcoming DEE September 2009 conference in Cardiff.  Whilst the limited absolute numbers of returns makes generalisation from the results impossible, it is anticipated that some important implications will arise for the module leader in respect of the teaching strategies used on the Public Sector Economics module and others.
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