[image: image2.jpg]The
Higher
Education
Academy



Student Engagement Final Report:
Shaping History
	Project lead institution
	Loughborough University

	Project title
	Shaping History Project

	Lead contact name
	Marcus Collins

	Authors

	Marcus Collins, Jola Groves and Alice Hughes

	Submitted by
	Marcus Collins

	Date submitted
	31st July 2011


Background

The Shaping History Project sought to rectify the scarcity of information on ‘student involvement in shaping the design and delivery of curriculum’ identified by Vicki and Paul Trowler.
 It was conducted by, on and for Loughborough University’s joint-honours History programme, which had won several awards and grants for its teaching innovations since being founded two years ago. From the outset, students on the programme had been consulted about teaching delivery to an unusual extent through electronic voting, focus groups, one-on-one interviews, questionnaires and reflective essays in addition to the customary module feedback forms. These consultation exercises had fed into a pedagogical article; an HEA-funded workshop on ‘What Do History Students Want?’ and an Echo360-funded project on the use of lecture capture technology for distance learning. 

We consequently knew a great deal about what students thought about the programme staff had designed for them. The logical next step was to discover what sort of programme they’d design for themselves in student-led discussions. This was the purpose of the Shaping History Project, in which students were asked to reflect on what they expected, experienced and desired from a History degree programme.

Activity
Two undergraduates, Jola Groves and Alice Hughes, were selected as student researchers on the basis of their interests, commitment, interpersonal skills and academic achievements. The Principal Investigator, Marcus Collins, offered them guidance and support, but encouraged them to operate as independently as possible within their brief. 

The student researchers first conducted a survey among all joint-honours students (N=73) asking them to reply to the question ‘If I could change one thing about the History programme I would...’ (see Appendix One). Common answers included the desire for more contact time, a wider range of modules, the option of a single-honours degree and better feedback on assessments. These results helped the student researchers to design a questionnaire consisting of eighteen closed-ended questions about the structure of the course, the syllabus and contact time. The student researchers devised questions which wouldn’t necessarily have occurred to staff, and received exceptionally candid answers from their fellow students: testimony to the value of student-led research.

The questionnaire was issued to all first-years who attended one teaching session (N=55). The absence of the PI due to compassionate leave disrupted the plan to conduct a similar exercise among all second-years, but this was later remedied by asking all the students in one second-year module (N=18) to complete the questionnaire. The results are displayed in Appendix Two. 

The answers from the first-year questionnaire fed into the six key questions circulated in advance to participants in the in three hour-long focus groups with paid volunteers: two with first-years (N=13) and one with second-years (N=6). These questions were:

1. What are your favourite topics/modules, and why?

2. What would make the course more interesting?

3. Is modern technology an asset to learning?

4. How can the assessment and feedback be improved?

5. What are your views on class participation?

6. Would you still study History with the rise of tuition fees?

The findings were disseminated by a talk delivered by Alice and Jola at a HEA History Subject Centre workshop in June and a poster presented by myself at the HEA Annual Conference in July. 
Findings and conclusions 

The following is a summary of the answers provided by participants in the focus group to the six key questions posted by the student researchers, supplemented by related findings from the survey and questionnaires:

1.
What are your favourite topics/modules, and why?

Students showed an overwhelming preference in their first year for survey modules (Modern Europe and Modern World) over those teaching skills and methods (What is History? and Introduction to Academic Studies), as shown in figure 1. Since these modules were taught by the same staff, this difference can be attributed to content rather than delivery.
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Figure 1: Favourite Part A module of first- and second-year students

When participants in focus groups were asked to explain the unpopularity of skills-based modules, they responded that they already had most of the skills and didn’t need the rest (as one put it, ‘They’re working on the premise that we all want to be historians, when a lot of us just have an interest in history’). 
2.
What would make the course more interesting?

Students stressed the importance of lecturers conveying enthusiasm for and commitment to their subject, in line with the findings of Alan Booth’s HEA-funded History Passion Project.
 Their interest in a subject was enhanced by a visceral engagement with the past in the form of trips to museums and historic sites and talks by eyewitnesses to events they were studying. 

They also wanted a large degree of choice in their studies from the second semester of their degree course so that they could pick modules which tallied with their interests. This posed considerable difficulties in a joint-honours degree programme staffed by just four full-time members of staff. Some participants in the focus groups expressed a desire for a greater integration between History and their other joint-honours subject. 

3.
Is modern technology an asset to learning?
Students strongly approved of the programme’s trademark e-learning techniques. They were especially enthusiastic about lecture capture and in-class voting using clickers. A separate research project is assessing other e-learning initiatives by History staff, including the use of Facebook, texting, pre-recorded lectures and ‘exam hotlines’.

4.
How can the assessment and feedback be improved?

Although tutors believed that they used a wide variety of assessments, some students perceived themselves as having to write ‘essay, essay, essay’. Of the alternatives, group assignments were singled out as troublesome and unfair due to shirking and absenteeism. Audio and video feedback from lecturers was generally well-received, but two-thirds of students declared face-to-face tutorials to be their favourite feedback method. They were much exercised about the absence of individual feedback on exams, and wanted model answers to assignments.

5.
What are your views on class participation?

The higher class sizes and lower contact hours at university meant that students felt that they participated less than at sixth-form. One viewed university teaching as ‘a lot more of them just talking straight at you’. At the same time, many felt intimidated by the prospect of speaking in seminars or attending office hours. What tutors perceived as apathy was characterized by students as inhibition. One reason for the popularity of electronic voting in lectures was that it allowed anonymous participation in an otherwise didactic teaching format

6.
Would you still study History with the rise of tuition fees?

Only one student expressed general dissatisfaction with the degree programme in the questionnaires. Yet just a single student in the focus groups unequivocally declared himself willing to pay £9000 tuition for the programme – and he mentioned that he received a bursary. The apparent contradiction can be explained if we accept that students thought the programme, while good as far as it went, represents poor ‘value for money’. The programme fell short in their eyes when measured against two principal yardsticks. The first was the greater personal attention, coaching and number of contact hours they had experienced at school. The second point of comparison was to other degree programmes such as engineering and business, which seemed more useful (i.e. bankable) and to offer more contact hours. Students suggested that more contact hours, more resources such as a common room, more emphasis on employability and more memorable experiences would help to convince them that they were getting their money’s worth.

These focus groups indicated a more worrying prospect of History recruitment than that produced by a questionnaire issued to History students at Warwick. Majorities of the respondents in Warwick stated that increased fees wouldn’t have prevented them from apply to Warwick (53%) or to study History (59%).
 However, that left substantial minorities who weren’t so sure, despite Warwick boasting one of the best History departments in the country.
Implications and lessons learnt

Staff will decide how (and how far) to implement students’ ideas once they have had a chance to digest the results of a staff-student forum. They have nonetheless already decided to run history trips, to post model answers for coursework assignments, to provide one-on-one feedback on at least one assignment per module, to expand the number of assignments which reward those who attend lectures and seminars and to increase the number of lectures for one first-year core course, Modern World History. Space has also been found for an undergraduate common room has also been secured, though that issue had already been aired prior to the Shaping History Project. 

Other matters under consideration include whether or not to revamp the first-year skills module and replace the historiography one with a survey course, to introduce guest speakers, to use clickers and Echo360video capture wherever possible, to allow students to choose their own groups for collaborative projects and to supplement open office hours with scheduled meetings between a tutor and half a dozen students (the group size in which they feel most comfortable). 

The success of this student engagement project has spawned others. In August, seven students are designing dissertation workshops for themselves and their classmates in 2011-12. In September, Jola will speak at the conference in Nottingham organised by RAISE (Researching, Advancing and Inspiring Student Engagement), at which she will meet those involved in Newcastle University’s groundbreaking initiatives.
 And in the 2011-12 academic year, a JISC-funded project on final-year transition will involve students in designing an employability package for our first cohort of History graduates.
 Many thanks go to the Higher Education Academy for funding the Shaping History Project and nurturing the development of student engagement at Loughborough and beyond.
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Appendix One

Summary of responses to survey asking students to complete the statement ‘If I could change one thing about the History programme, I would...’

First Years (N=36)

Structure
Like to have the option of doing a single honours history
2


Contact Time
Make the seminar times less regular 
More detailed lectures 

Change feedback methods
more one-to-one time

3
 

More contact time 

More contact time but less work out of class

Change the assessment process for Introduction to Academic Studies

Out of class
More information on learn/update learn more regularly
5


Better online revision sources on learn

Video lectures posted on learn
3


Give more doable reading before lectures- point out important parts; don’t want to read 100+ pages
Seminar reading detracts from coursework
some reading is unfamiliar and it is unclear what key point to pick out(taking up a lot of time

Lecture handouts in every lecture highlighting key points which can then be used to direct us to appropriate reading and revision in private study time
2


Course Content
Options for modules in the first year
3


Different topics e.g. ancient civilisations
3


History trips
2


Revive the importance of narrative history as well as analysis/interpretation of history. The two approaches should be more equally balanced

Change the coursework(  a short piece of work every 2 weeks is very demanding especially when a joint honours student. Therefore it should be changed to two longer pieces perhaps at the start or end 

Coursework deadlines more spread out
Other
Make seminars less daunting 
Encourage the department to communicate with the other departments more 
Second Years (N=37)

Structure of course

A single honors ‘history’ options available rather than a joint honors programme.
5


Contact hours

Provide more direct contact hours lectures/seminars
6


Double the amount of lectures, half the work

More face time with tutors. For a 10 credit module, one hour a week is not enough to fully cover the topics
2


As well as seminars, have coursework forums

Make ALL lectures recorded and put them on learn

Content of course

Have less compulsory modules
2


Wider choice of modules
4


Even more specified choice on the modules, subjects and essay questions
2


Have the opportunity to study more recent history (1970s/80s
 more cultural history
Less historiography like ‘what is history’ etc...

Allow more time to focus on one period in history instead of rushing through

Less exams, more coursework. This is because we’re meant to develop research and analysis, and exams do this less efficiently as they are a test of memory.
2


Make deadlines more spaced out to reduce essay hand in dates from clashing.
4


Reduce additional reading

Make the books in the library available on short load if needed for essays

More history trips. Could be a module... field trip.
2

Appendix Two
Questionnaire results

All results are given as percentages of the total number of respondents to any given question (displayed in bold)
First-year questionnaire results are in Arial
Second-year questionnaire results are in Arial Italics

	Rank, in order, the feedback methods for assignments that you would find most effective.

	Q1
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	Total

	One- to- One time with tutor
	58
	24
	9
	9
	0
	45

	
	72
	11
	17
	0
	0
	18

	Audio Feedback
	8
	20
	37
	20
	14
	49

	
	0
	50
	11
	22
	17
	18

	General written comment
	13
	17
	33
	38
	0
	48

	
	11
	22
	22
	39
	6
	18

	Annotation throughout work
	25
	32
	14
	12
	18
	57

	
	17
	17
	44
	17
	6
	18

	Generic feedback on all submissions
	0
	4
	4
	15
	77
	47

	
	0
	0
	6
	22
	72
	18


	Rank, in order, the ways you would like to improve the Learn site.

	Q3
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	Total

	More information about assignments and deadlines
	34
	25
	23
	19
	53

	
	16
	16
	32
	37
	19

	Better direction to further reading
	13
	23
	23
	42
	53

	
	35
	35
	6
	24
	17

	More videos/podcasts from lectures uploaded on learn
	43
	22
	24
	12
	51

	
	29
	24
	41
	6
	17

	Better access to lecture slides prior to lectures
	13
	37
	25
	25
	52

	
	18
	24
	18
	41
	17


	How often do you miss lectures/seminars?

	Q4
	Always
	Usually
	Some-times
	Seldom
	Never
	Total

	
	0
	6
	41
	46
	7
	54

	
	0
	0
	17
	50
	33
	18


	If so, what are the reasons behind your absence?

	Q5
	Sports Fixtures
	Social reasons
	Timetable clash
	Not interesting
	Do not understand module
	No sign-in sheet
	Illness*
	Family commit-ments*
	To finish course-work*
	Total

	
	11
	35
	0
	21
	5
	5
	6
	2
	2
	62

	
	13
	33
	13
	27
	0
	13
	
	
	
	      15

	
	*Write-in replies


	Rank, in order, what the best method for encouraging you to attend classes would be.

	Q6
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	6th
	Total

	Recording attendance every class
	19
	44
	26
	5
	2
	5
	43

	
	29
	43
	7
	14
	7
	0
	14

	Deducting marks for not attending
	36
	20
	14
	7
	5
	18
	44

	
	35
	4
	4
	43
	0
	13
	23

	Making classes more interesting
	51
	10
	20
	6
	12
	0
	49

	
	13
	27
	40
	13
	0
	7
	15

	E-mailing and texting
	5
	14
	19
	43
	17
	2
	42

	
	0
	8
	0
	25
	58
	8
	12

	Q6 results continued

	Phoning mobile
	2
	12
	5
	7
	44
	30
	43

	
	8
	8
	23
	31
	15
	15
	13

	Greater chance to participate
	0
	0
	13
	31
	15
	41
	39

	
	7
	14
	14
	7
	14
	43
	14


	On a scale of 1 to 10 to what extent do you participate in seminars?

	Q7
	One
	Two
	Three
	Four
	Five
	Six
	Seven
	Eight
	Nine
	Ten
	Total

	
	0
	2
	2
	4
	17
	35
	22
	11
	4
	4
	54

	
	0
	0
	6
	6
	25
	13
	13
	19
	6
	6
	16


	If your answer to the above question was less than 6, please rank, in order, why you feel that you don’t participate in seminars

	Q8
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	Total

	Not done preparatory work
	11
	22
	33
	33
	9

	
	25
	25
	25
	25
	4

	Afraid to make a mistake
	76
	18
	0
	6
	17

	
	80
	0
	20
	0
	5

	Q8 results continued

	Lecturer talks too much
	22
	11
	22
	44
	9

	
	0
	25
	0
	75
	4

	Other students talk too much
	11
	33
	44
	11
	9

	
	17
	33
	50
	0
	6


	How often do you do the required reading for lectures/seminars?

	Q9
	Always
	Usually
	Some-times 
	Seldom
	Never
	Total

	
	7
	47
	35
	11
	0
	55

	
	17
	56
	22
	6
	0
	18


	What is the main reason for you not doing the required reading?

	Q10
	Not interesting
	Seems irrelevant
	Hard to find what the reading is
	Too much to read
	Other things to do
	I forget
	Total

	
	2
	3
	15
	53
	21
	6
	62

	
	0
	0
	0
	53
	41
	6
	17


	Rank, in order, what you think would make the history programme more interesting/enjoyable.

	Q11
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	Total

	A wider range of topics
	42
	26
	24
	8
	50

	
	19
	50
	6
	25
	16

	Being able to choose modules for the first year
	21
	35
	28
	16
	43

	
	40
	20
	27
	13
	15

	More lecturers taking the lectures/seminars
	2
	16
	29
	53
	45

	
	6
	25
	19
	50
	16

	History field trips
	40
	26
	16
	18
	50

	
	47
	6
	41
	6
	17


	How often do you watch or listen to classes made available online?

	Q12
	Regularly instead of attending classes
	Some-times instead of attending classes
	Only when unable to attend class
	Some-times in addition to attending 
	Regularly in addition to attending
	Never
	Total

	
	4
	7
	40
	39
	11
	0
	57

	
	0
	5
	26
	37
	16
	16
	19

	When do you make use of the classes available online?

	Q13
	Instead of attending lectures
	When I miss a lecture
	In addition to attending
	For revision
	Total

	
	1
	40
	12
	47
	75

	
	0
	24
	14
	62
	21


	How satisfied are you with the Loughborough History programme?

	Q14
	Very satisfied
	Satisfied
	Neutral
	Dissatisfied
	Very dissatisfied
	Total

	
	17
	72
	9
	2
	0
	54

	
	28
	72
	0
	0
	0
	18


	Rank, in order, which modules you have enjoyed the most.

	Q15
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	6th
	Total

	Introduction to Academic Studies
	2
	11
	30
	57
	
	
	46

	
	0
	7
	7
	13
	20
	53
	15

	Modern Europe
	59
	27
	6
	8
	
	
	49

	
	56
	31
	0
	13
	0
	0
	16

	Q15 continued

	What is History?
	7
	16
	49
	28
	
	
	43

	
	7
	20
	20
	13
	33
	7
	15

	Modern World History
	40
	47
	9
	4
	
	
	47

	
	36
	29
	7
	14
	7
	7
	14

	History for the 21st Century
	0
	14
	43
	21
	7
	14
	14

	Research Design
	7
	14
	14
	36
	21
	7
	14


	Rank, in order, the types of history you most enjoy studying.

	Q16
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	6th
	Total

	Political
	33
	10
	12
	33
	13
	
	52

	
	31
	19
	19
	25
	0
	6
	16

	Economic
	4
	16
	8
	29
	43
	
	49

	
	11
	6
	11
	17
	22
	33
	18

	Social
	45
	29
	24
	0
	2
	
	51

	
	33
	33
	20
	7
	7
	0
	15

	Cultural 
	22
	32
	22
	18
	6
	
	50

	Q16 continued

	
	25
	25
	25
	19
	0
	6
	16

	Gender
	0
	14
	29
	18
	39
	
	51

	
	7
	7
	7
	7
	14
	57
	14

	Military - Diplomatic
	19
	6
	13
	6
	44
	13
	16


	Rank in order, which parts of the world you would be interested in studying more of.

	Q17
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	6th
	7th
	Total

	Britain*
	28
	21
	17
	17
	2
	15
	
	47

	
	75
	0
	13
	0
	6
	0
	6
	16

	North America
	13
	7
	40
	11
	29
	0
	
	45

	
	20
	40
	20
	7
	0
	7
	7
	15

	Latin America
	11
	13
	9
	20
	13
	35
	
	46

	
	12
	6
	12
	29
	24
	6
	12
	17

	Europe
	30
	21
	17
	9
	17
	6
	
	47

	
	0
	40
	20
	27
	7
	7
	0
	15

	Q17 continued

	Asia 
	16
	14
	7
	27
	18
	18
	
	44

	
	7
	7
	7
	0
	20
	47
	13
	15

	Africa
	20
	20
	4
	18
	18
	20
	
	45

	
	0
	7
	21
	14
	29
	21
	7
	14

	Middle East
	7
	0
	7
	21
	7
	7
	50
	14


* The second-year questionnaire was distributed to students taking a module on twentieth-century Britain, skewing the results for this question
	Would you be interested in certain lectures being taken by guest speakers renowned in a specific field?

	Q 18
	Yes
	No
	Total

	
	92
	8
	53

	
	89
	11
	18


Written Comments
	· More choice and variety of modules - In the region of 20 options as opposed to 3

	· Too much preparatory work for each lecture/seminar

	· Ideal programme > gender history/women's history

	· More hours of lectures, perhaps resulting in less seminars

	· History of art and architecture

	· Why is there no degree in just history? - feedback: include positive/negative, not negative all the time

	· More history before 'modern' history - 1500s-1700s

	· More one-to-one contact time with tutors needs - would be nice to know that all seminar tutors know your personally - more unity between students needed

	· More actual events-based history in year 1

	· Too much reading, give less and you are more inclined to read it. 100+ pages each lecture is too much.

	· Broader range of history, learn a lot about Modern history, but not much about history before 1750

	· Joint-History feel slightly isolated from the 10-credit module topics on the other half of the joint programme - History aspect lectures and seminars are both invaluable to allow us to gain confidence with how to apply our knowledge to essays and note taking during lectures

	· Field trips, local history and religious history

	· I would have preferred to do a single honours. History lectures are engaging and refreshing and it is evident the lecturers are enthusiastic in their teaching. On the other half of my lectures (Politics), lectures are overly rehearsed; offer little choice and little participation. To improve the history programme, there should be more choice in regards to modules. 

	· I would like a single-honours History programme. As to attendance, the EU module had that and I went less because it wasn't greatly interesting. Any of the listed suggestions would just leave me e-mailing fake excuses. To me a seminar primarily involves student discussion with the lecturer there to encourage debate or bring up questions. 
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