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Learning and Teaching Development Project Final Report 

	Project:
	Applying principles of action learning in undergraduate economics programs.

	Author:
	Robert Mochrie

	Period covered:
	1 July 2010 to 30 June 2011


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 2011.

Main objectives/broad purposes of the project
To use action learning in a final year course to find out how easily the principles might be applied in a situation in which learning outcomes include a substantial degree of mastery of theoretical modelling techniques; that is where students learn techniques rather than developing scholarship.

To use both action learning and problem based learning to clarify the value of these two methods as mechanisms for improving learning in core modules at stage 2 of the undergraduate curriculum: specifically Intermediate Microeconomics, Economic Applications (mathematical techniques), Contemporary Economic Policy and Institutions, and Quantitative Methods 2.

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

This is the planned program of activities from the proposal.

	July – August 2010
	Review of syllabi of stage 2 modules to identify opportunities for open ended work to be undertaken by students.  Preparation of training material for use in week 1 of semester 1

	September, 2010
	Training in action learning delivered to stage 2 students

	Sept 2010 – March 2011
	Module delivery using action learning

	Nov – Dec 2010
	Revision of module for stage 4 module to accommodate action learning

	December, 2010
	Interim survey of student experience

	January 2011
	Training in action learning delivered to stage 4 students

	Jan – March 2011
	Module delivery using action learning

	March 2011
	Final survey of student experience; focus groups

	April 2011 – June 2011
	Analysis of data and preparation of reports and papers


The first substantial deviation from the project was that end of semester evaluations in December turned out to be impossible because of the very bad weather, which led to the University closing for most of the planned evaluation week.  

The second substantial deviation resulted from my discovering in semester 1 that supporting eight action learning sets was more demanding than I had expected.  My Head of Department instructed me to reduce teaching commitments in semester 2 – and this was only possible by abandoning plans for using action learning in semester 2 for the mandatory quantitative methods course for second year students.

Outcomes of the project

The project sought to engage students in learning activities, enabling them to manage their participation in these more effectively.  With colleagues from Heriot-Watt’s Academic Enhancement team, I have begun to develop a list of skills that students might need in order to engage in action learning effectively:

· The ability to identify the resources available for learning and to allocate them appropriately

· Sufficient understanding of the learning processes to be able to engage effectively with other participants in an action learning set, including undertake periodic critical self-analysis of progress.

· Critical listening, specifically to hear what the presenter in an action learning set says, and to respond with questions that enable the presenter to make progress in the problem solving or project management processes.

· Awareness of the extent of their own subject knowledge, and of how to use the resources available that might extend it, in particular engagement with subject specialists.

· Sufficient fluency in English to be able to present reports in an action learning set, to pose questions to presenters, and to respond to questions from other participants.

Only the third of these five points appears in standard accounts of the use of action learning for professional managers, where it is traditionally used.  Given resources and time, it has not been possible to address these, but a strategy for doing so has informed an application to the HE Academy for a Teaching Development Grant.

Available resources (including web links)

While I have made substantial progress in developing the use of action learning principles in undergraduate teaching, the application for further funding reflects my concern that there remains much still to do before resources would be well enough designed to be shared with colleagues.

Dissemination (details of events, dates etc disseminated and planned)

The Academic Enhancement team at Heriot-Watt invited me to present a session on the use of action learning to early career academics completing the Post Graduate Certificate in Academic Practice on 24th October, 2010.  This was to provide the students with sufficient understanding of action learning to be able to form self-organising groups for their own project work.

While scheduled to present my work at the HE Academy Enhancement Themes conference on 7th March, 2011, other commitments required me to cancel at short notice.

I shall present findings at the Economics Network conference in September, 2011.

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

I am working no evaluation of impact at present.  Student feedback has generally been very positive – and it is good to see that students understand something of the purpose of what they are expected to do in the context of an action learning set, and why it might be an effective approach to learning.  

In terms of results at stage 4, it seems to me that there has been a positive impact on outcomes for the group as a whole, but numbers involved are too small for quantitative analysis to be useful.
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