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Abstract

Beginning lecturers are exposed to conflicting advice on whether they must or should attend PGCHE courses and what these will entail.  There seems to be a gap between the intentions of university management and the reality experienced by lecturers.  This paper investigates the perceptions of members of a PGCHE course at a post 1992 University and what factors influenced their opinion of the course before, during and after it.  A survey was carried out to try to determine the sources of their opinions at each stage.  It was found that their opinions before starting the course were linked to how they felt others in their department felt.  During the course they changed their opinions and after the course they were likely to recommend it, or not, more on the strength of its career value.

Introduction

The Dearing report (Dearing, R. 1997) suggested that universities promote training how to teach amongst their staff.  As in the IT sector (Selwyn, N. 2003) these recommendations are not always as easy to implement as they might seem.  Despite measures to promote it, use of ICT by university students not studying computing is hindered by students realising that their assignment marks do not depend upon them using computers at all.  Completing a teaching course for lecturers not specialising in education is similar as the rewards of both are not easily apparent before starting.

Hemsley Brown et al. (Hemsley Brown, J. 2001) show that young adults' career choices are strongly influenced by their ethnic group and gender, suggesting that environmental influences play a major part in this life decision and one would suspect that university lecturers are no different. On the other hand university lecturers are older and more educated, so may be less susceptible to influence, in fact Ashcroft (Ashcroft K. 1999) argues that creative thinkers are required in the university teaching environment to provide non-conformist viewpoints. Non-conformists are likely to be less affected by peer pressure than others.  We expect children to be highly influenced by their peers and adults in their lives, but expect this to be less true for adults, particularly well-educated ones. Arreman and Weiner (Arreman, I. 2002) show, however that in Sweden there are disturbingly strong gender/environment related motivations that teachers express.

Schoolteachers generally have positive views of attending courses, Bridge (Bridge, F. 1999) found around 95% of her student teachers being in favour of professional development, including courses. At university level this is not always the case, the balance between research and teaching causes some problems.  Submissions to the CVCP (submissions 1996) showed that some believed that there was a danger of moving too far towards teaching; a sign that there are tensions present although the official position is much more accommodating to teaching courses (CVCP 1996). Financial considerations, as well as personal viewpoints drive this tension, Biggs (Biggs, J. 1999) suggests that teaching is becoming more financially rewarding relative to research; this does not seem to be the case in some departments, as teaching loads increase without discernable income increases and staff look at research as being the way to make real money.  On the other hand students are being asked to pay ever more and may start expecting better service.

Lecturers in higher education in the U.K. are, therefore, exposed to conflicting opinions of the importance of training courses.  Officially most universities provide training courses (Dallat and Rae in Ellis (1993)) and most of these are accredited in some manner (Bamber 2002).  Bamber goes on to show that many universities have made teacher-training courses officially compulsory.  Inside departments the view is often less positive (Bamber 2002, CVCP submissions 1996) and research is often seen as more important.  The U.K. government (DfEE, 1998) states “We believe that teaching in higher education deserves a higher profile in relation to research than it has had in the past”.  Many experienced staff had little or no training in teaching before starting and know little about current teaching courses.  When searching for work there is little mention of teaching qualifications in job advertisements.

Changes in teaching policy are sometimes avoided by practitioners by them making small alterations, following the letter of the recommendation but not its spirit (Trowler (1998) in Knight (2002)).  Bamber (Bamber, V. 2002) found that, although many universities make attendance of a teaching course officially compulsory, sanctions are seldom taken against staff who do not comply and excuses are often made by superiors for their staff.

This study was intended to look at the different influences on the perceptions of lecturers before, during and after taking a PGCHE course of the course’s value.  All of the respondents were employed at a post 1992 university in England.

Method

Questionnaires were sent to all of the members of a PGCHE course, of these just over half, 19, were returned.  The questions were supplied with a five-point scale for the recipients to fill in ranging from 1, very positive to 5, very negative.  Although this can often lead to results clustered around the centre this was not the case here.  The standard deviations of the replies to each question were, in nearly every case, almost as high as a random result would be.  Responses were received from various departments, but numbers from each were insufficient to extract meaningful connections between subject area and the responses.

A different set of questions was sent to a cross‑section of non‑PGCHE‑course-member staff from different departments to investigate the external viewpoint.  10 responses were received, as the responses were by e-mail there was a predominance of computer-linked subjects among the respondents.  Responses were selected once more from a five-point scale.

Bivariate cross-correlations were calculated for the course members’ data to extract significant relationships between the answers to each question, allowing the possible connections between the answers to the different questions to be extracted.  Links between the answers to the questions in the questionnaire were then used to determine which influences affected opinions of the PGCHE.  Calculations were carried out using a computer program, SPSS, by SPSS inc. and Spearman’s technique; Kendall’s Tau was also tested and gave similar results.  These methods test whether the answers to any question are, on average, linked to the answers to any single other question and the direction of this connection.  Positive results are gained when it is common to get the same answer to the two questions from a given person and negative when the answers generally oppose one-another.  The magnitude of the numbers compared with the calculated significance determines how likely it is that a link exists.  More information on this type of statistics can be found on Garson’s website (Garson, G. D.).

Questionnaire 1 Sent To members of a PGCHE course 2001-2002 and 2002-2003.

1. What opinion did you have of the PGCHE course before you started?
2. How much have you changed your practice after taking the course?

3. What message have you received from the course?

4. How much support have you had from your department?

5. How much time have you received from your department to work on the course?

6. How well regarded is the concept of the PGCHE in your department, as far as you can tell?

7. How has your opinion of the course changed since starting it?

8. Do you feel that a PGCHE certificate would (will) increase your employability?

9. How long had you been teaching before starting the course (approximately)

10. Would you recommend taking the course to anyone else?
Question 3 resulted in various interpretations so it has been omitted when interpreting the data.

Questionnaire 2 Sent to a Random Selection of University Staff.

1. Do you think that the PGCHE, a teaching course for higher education teachers could be of benefit to anyone?

2. Do you think starting lecturers should be encouraged to take some kind of teaching course?

3. Would you consider a formal teaching qualification to be useful when looking for employment as a lecturer in your field?

Results

Course Attendee Data

The means and standard deviations of the answers received to questionnaire 1 are shown in Table 1.  These show that the responses were quite varied for each question, although not as much as random replies would be.  The averages are slightly below the central value (3), indicating generally positive responses, as would be expected from a group who chose to take the course.

Table 1 Mean and Standard Deviations of the Responses To Questionnaire 1


Q1
Q2
Q4
Q5
Q6
Q7
Q8
Q9(months)
Q10

Average (mean)
2.68
2.13
2.24
3.26
2.24
2.21
2.47
38.32
2.11

Standard Deviation
1.29
0.94
1.16
1.28
1.11
1.08
1.22
35.85
1.24

The averages of the answers to questions 7, 1 and 10 suggest that opinions of the course became more positive as it progressed and, on completing the course most students would recommend it to others.  This agrees with a study by Bamber (Bamber, V. 2002) where impressions of a higher education teaching course also became more positive after the course commenced.

Calculated cross correlation coefficients are presented in Table 2.  There were no significant negative correlations, probably because of how the questions were worded.  The higher the correlation coefficient and lower the significance boundary the more likely there is to have been a connection between the two questions involved.  Equally, the lower the coefficient and the higher the significance boundary the more likely it is that the questions were unconnected.  Significant values are shown in bold type with asterisks and denote where there is a 95% (*) or 99% (**) chance that the questions are linked, given some assumptions about the data.  As the number of data points was low and the questionnaire was not optimal connections will not be as reliable as they appear.

Table 2: Spearman’s Rho Cross Correlations of the 19 Responses (all complete)


 
Q1
Q2
Q4
Q5
Q6
Q7
Q8
Q9
Q10

Q1
Correlation Coefficient
1.000
0.285
0.204
-0.025
0.670(**)
0.155
0.096
-0.159
0.391

 
Sig. (2-tailed)
.
0.237
0.401
0.919
0.002
0.526
0.696
0.517
0.098

Q2
Correlation Coefficient

1.000
0.202
0.258
0.344
0.452
0.627(**)
-0.066
0.372

 
Sig. (2-tailed)

.
0.407
0.286
0.149
0.052
0.004
0.787
0.117

Q4
Correlation Coefficient


1.000
0.716(**)
0.292
-0.131
0.374
0.188
0.141

 
Sig. (2-tailed)


.
0.001
0.225
0.592
0.114
0.440
0.563

Q5
Correlation Coefficient



1.000
0.010
-0.330
0.099
0.000
-0.273

 
Sig. (2-tailed)



.
0.966
0.168
0.687
1.000
0.259

Q6
Correlation Coefficient




1.000
0.368
0.177
-0.356
0.453

 
Sig. (2-tailed)




.
0.121
0.468
0.135
0.051

Q7
Correlation Coefficient





1.000
0.524(*)
0.083
0.444

 
Sig. (2-tailed)





.
0.021
0.735
0.057

Q8
Correlation Coefficient






1.000
0.198
0.617(**)

 
Sig. (2-tailed)






.
0.415
0.005

Q9
Correlation Coefficient







1.000
-0.133

 
Sig. (2-tailed)







.
0.588

Q10
Correlation Coefficient








1.000

 
Sig. (2-tailed)








.

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

This revealed correlations between some pairs of questions, the most significant being questions (1 and 6), (4 and 5), (2 and 8), and (8 and 10).

Questions 1 and 6 were positively linked suggesting that, at the start of the course at least, respondents held a similar view of the course to that that they perceived others in their department having.  This does not, of course, mean that they were necessarily correct in their assumption, but reveals a potential for increasing acceptance of teaching courses by selling them to heads of department.  This may be a difficult proposition; Bamber (Bamber, V. 2002) found in a survey that heads of department are, on average, less supportive of teacher training in higher education than either senior management or new staff.  Of course, as the new staff of 2002 rise into higher positions this may change.

There is no detected correlation between question 8 and questions 1 or 6, suggesting that official policies determining the career value of the course are not reflected in how it is perceived by lecturers who have not taken the course.

Questions 4 and 5, relating to support and time given to members of the PGCHE course were also strongly linked to one-another.  Responses to question 5, time allowance, had the highest average value of any answer – respondents were most negative on this question.  Comments suggested that only a minority of departments allowed much time for this teaching course, probably due to a lack of understanding of the extent of the course.  There was no correlation between these questions and any of the others, suggesting that the amount of support given to students was not related to perceptions of the value of the course in the department.

That questions 2 and 8 are positively linked suggests that respondents changes in their own practice in response to training in teaching is linked to how they perceive the career advancement potential of the certificate.  This could be linked to the nature of the group, where there was a varied opinion of the importance of research.  Bamber (Bamber, V. 2002) and the CVCP (submissions 1996) show that there are tensions between teaching and research and that institutions considering research to be highly important often considered teacher training to be of low importance.  Against this conclusion is the fact that question 6, directly asking how the PGCHE is viewed in the department is only linked to 1 and, slightly to 10.  Question 2 was not significantly correlated with any other question and almost certainly not correlated with all except 7, suggesting a change of opinion while on the course.  More data are required to be certain.

Answers to questions 8 and 10, about the career impact of the course and recommending it to others also appear to be connected.  This suggests that the perceived career value of the course will be an important factor when respondents decide whether to recommend the course to others or not.  It appears that the opinion of the teaching course that will be passed on depends upon the perceived career value of the course and therefore would change if teaching qualifications began to be useful when applying for teaching posts in universities.  The first 25 hits on academic jobs U.K. (academic jobs U.K.) for “lecturer” in FE or HE in all UK were checked 16:00 GMT 15/10/2003, only one of these expressed a desire for a teaching qualification in the application details, although most contained a phase similar to “ teaching experience”.  This suggests that there is currently little real career incentive for lecturers in higher education to complete a teacher-training course.

Question 7, about changes of opinion after starting the course, could be positively linked to 8 and 10, although not as strongly as the other relationships and is not connected to any of the other questions.  This suggests that the course members are using a mixture of how the course went and their perceptions of its value to their careers when advising others.

Answers to question 9, teaching experience, were not linked to any of the others, so teaching experience did not seem to affect the impressions course members had of the PGCHE course before or after starting it. 

Responses to Questionnaire 2

Responses to the second questionnaire were considerably less varied than those of the first.  An obvious trend was immediately apparent as nearly all respondents gave higher points to the last question than either of the first two, leading to the averages and standard deviations in Table 3.  The low standard deviations of the answers of questions 1 and 2 point towards agreement amongst those responding.

Table 3 Responses to Questionnaire 2


Q1
Q2
Q3

Average (Mean)
1.70
1.30
3.00

Standard Deviation
0.67
0.67
1.15

There is a strong possibility here that the data are not a real sample of how staff feel on average, the low response rate, a little below 10%, will tend to understate negative feeling as strongly negative members of staff are unlikely to have responded.

The data indicates that the opinion of the PGCHE course is quite positive, with most of the staff contacted feeling that taking a teaching course is a good thing for new staff.  The response to question 1 was also positive; comments suggested that the higher average, less positive response, compared with question 2 was due to reservations that experienced staff would gain anything from a teaching course.

The average of the responses to question 3 suggests, as noted by the students, that few departments allow for teaching qualifications when interviewing job candidates.  Comments suggested that staff expect teaching qualifications to be included in job specifications at some point, or that teaching qualifications could be used as an alternative to teaching experience.  Again this highlights the general opinion that the PGCHE course is of more use to starting lecturers than to the more experienced.

The low number of points, low number of questions posed, the low percentage response and low variance of the data make bivariate analysis inappropriate in this case.

Conclusions

This study suggests that PGCHE course members’ opinions of the PGCHE course prior to starting was influenced by how they perceived others in their department felt.  This “departmental” opinion did not seem to be linked to career influences or to the departments’ official positions.

While on the course they are likely to have changed their minds in response to their experiences on the course, but may have taken into account how they felt their career would be advanced by it.

They appeared to intend to advise others on the basis of their experiences on the course and its perceived career advantages.  The influence of the “departmental opinion” appeared to be broken.  This suggests that these could change as teaching courses become more common.

This implies a change from subjective values picked up from others to a mixture of personal subjective values and objective values.

Other lecturers’ impressions of the PGCHE course were positive and supportive of using the qualification for inexperienced lecturers but showed varied opinion on the tangible career value of the certificate.  There was a general suggestion that new lecturers may be able to count it in place of some experience when searching for lecturing positions.  Interestingly, the course members did not seem to agree, their opinions did not appear to be linked to their teaching experience.
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