NOTES ON LEARNING & TEACHING CONSULTATION GROUP WORKSHOP 

ON "STUDYING AT UNIVERSITY" (27th February 2003)

Present: D. Andrew, M. Borgeaud, A. Chaudhri, J. Cowan, P. East, D. Griffiths, K. Harrington, J. Howell, C. Leathwood, A. Morris, B. Page, H. Peters, H. Pokorny, J. Shaw, S. Sinfield, L. Solkin, R. Stott, S. To, D. Warren, J. Wallace, P. Wend, S. Wilson

Apologies: J. Lyons, T. Mills, V. Sieber, J. Walkling

Presentations
1. STUDENT PANEL

Positive aspects of their student experience:

· valued the variety of courses i.e. scope of curriculum choice

· some modules well-organised (good materials, handbooks etc)

· useful library resources

· student support via peer tutoring/buddy schemes, workshops on academic skills

· HITECC programme helped adjustment to university life and study

Issues of concern:

· too much information in the initial weeks of first year

· need for more communication between tutors and students, e.g. carefully listening to and engaging with students in class, not treating students as "children", ensuring accurate information on timetabling and venues

· difficulties in gaining access to lecturers (can't make office hours, staff not around) 

· very little feedback on coursework

· demotivating comments by and negative attitudes of certain lecturers (who are not fully committed to teaching)

· not counting first-year marks towards the degree classification is viewed as a disincentive by some students who strive to work hard

· lack of support in 2nd/3rd year when the work is much more challenging (e.g. dissertations)

· lack of consistency in procedures (e.g. punctuality) and quality of module materials

· task of downloading materials from module websites can be time-consuming

· the long summer holiday period could be used constructively e.g. preparatory courses to bridge between one year and another

2. STAFF PANEL

Key points - for more details see handouts supplied by the presenters

John Shaw

· students' self-esteem is key to motivation and progress, but our arrangements (e.g. hasty induction, unfamiliar academic discourse) erode their confidence

· the first term is critical for whether students stay or leave

· we need to offer supportive contacts with students and a coherent learning experience that allows them time to adjust; some support is also needed at 2nd/3rd year level

Helen Pokorny - findings from an investigation of a core first-year numeracy/IT module (researched by Mike and Helen Pokorny):

· seminar attendance, assessment preparation, maturity and type of qualification (weak influence) appear to be factors that positively affect students' achievement (grades)

· excessive (self-reported) hours spent on seminar preparation (issue: was the time being used to best effect?) and paid employment above 10-12 hours a week (in the case of male rather than female students) seemed to be negative factors

· consistent with other research, ethnicity did not emerge as a factor because it is so bound up with class position

· students found small-group sessions more useful than lectures (Note: this tallies with the views/experience of colleagues, and the educational literature, that effective learning is best promoted through participatory activities.)

Carole Leathwood:

Three "areas of struggle" identified through a longitudinal study of student experience:

· financial - having to find income, family commitments

· confidence in their ability - more an issue for women; often unrelated to how well they were actually doing; a reflection of social position and family history

· the institution - struggling to access staff/academic support and to cope with the not always user-friendly administrative system

Factors which aided students' achievements:

· contact with and support from staff

· module delivery and assessment - especially interactive classes and timely, constructive feedback

· learning resources (e.g. computing, library) and students' own reading and interest

· being part of a diverse student population

· work placements

Helen Peters - perspectives on international students:

· a rather artificial category, as these students are diverse like the rest

· their educational background - often from "high power distance" cultures - affects their adjustment to the "lower power distance" culture of teaching typical of London Met

· it also impinges on assessment e.g. "independent", "critical" etc study versus exam-led systems of their home cultures; issue of plagiarism

· given that there is solid provision for language support, other language issues include unfamiliar accents (of tutors), humour, analogies, anecdotes, idioms etc

· cultural differences in behaviour can cause students discomfort, and cultural traditions can entail making time for family obligations

Sandra Sinfield - main recommendations from the Learning Development frontline:

· clarify the expectations of university study (e.g. module learning outcomes, academic practices and genres of writing, assessment criteria)

· provide formative feedback

· raise students' awareness of Learning Development and guide them towards the provision that is appropriate to their individual needs

· build on the motivation and experience of students, stimulate their confidence

Lawrence Solkin - perspectives on postgraduate students (in HRM):

· students have high expectations of themselves, their courses and lecturers, although their long working hours may push them towards instrumental learning

· as employees with experience they seek and can make links between theory and practice

· our choice as teachers is "differentiation" (valuing our students' diversity, meeting their different learning needs, treating them as co-participants in the learning process) or "standardisation" (opting for a "one-size model" of provision, treating students as "passive recipients of pre-digested knowledge").

Main implications for practice
· spread out induction, create a coherent first-semester experience

· retain choice and flexibility in the curriculum, and offer summer school "bridging" courses

· maintain student mentoring and other academic support schemes

· improve communication between staff and students -  better contact with and support from subject tutors; no place for damaging negative staff attitudes towards students

· focus on interactive and participatory learning activities that connect with students' own experience - acknowledge the learning that occurs outside the university in work-based and professional (postgraduate) contexts

· bolster students' self-esteem, motivation and interest

· clarify study expectations, make academic practices and assessment criteria explicit

· aim for consistency in quality of teaching materials (in modules/units) and in timely provision of constructive feedback

· base teaching and curricula on the principle of "differentiation" i.e. valuing the diversity of our students and being responsive to their different backgrounds and learning needs

· create a more student-friendly environment and administrative system
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