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Effective Communication: A Resource for SPIRE Students Dr Sherilyn MacGregor School of Politics, IR and Philosophy Teaching Innovation Project 2007-08



The project in a nutshell Development of a WebCT ‘resource module’ to replace section on study skills in the SPIRE undergraduate student handbook. Participatory evaluation of this resource by students over the course of one academic year. Feedback and cooperation of colleagues.



Project aims Initiate conversations with colleagues about how we support and encourage effective communication in students’ work. Produce a set of common resources on basic writing, referencing and study skills for use by teaching staff in SPIRE. Inspire, enable and boost confidence of students; make effective communication an attainable goal.



Project objectives Design and develop an online, interactive and discipline-specific resource that will give guidance and support to students in their assessment work – ‘24/7’. Find out if students actually need/want such a resource – is it a worthwhile endeavour? Solicit ‘user’ input and feedback in order to improve resource and encourage others to use it.



Method & process: design Develop the site by looking at past handbooks, writing and study skills websites and texts. Collect relevant documents from colleagues. Consult with colleagues on first draft. Go live in time for Freshers’ Week. Review and revise - ongoing! Develop Harvard Referencing quiz (with LDU).



Method & process: evaluation Recruit student evaluators (24 in total) Four discussion groups (November and April) Participant questionnaires Reflective commentaries on WebCT Pilot Harvard Referencing Quiz £15 honorarium



About the participants 23 completed 9 male, 14 female 10 Philosophy, 12 Politics, 3 IR 7 in Year 1, 6 in Year 2, 10 in Year 3 4 with dyslexia, 2 with physical disabilities, 1 mature student Half achieve 2:1s, half 2:2s



Feedback from student evaluators Increased clarity = reduced anxiety. Guidance and quiz on HSR were big hits. Essay checklist helps to remind. Want more on study skills, esp. note taking. Want examples of first class assessments. Do better at getting the word out. Need a table of contents for easy navigation. Problems with WebCT - accessibility.



‘I believe this resource meets a lot of needs. It covers a broad range of issues that will not only help improve my work, but it also helps avoid problems such as plagiarism and referencing problems. In addition to this I believe the link ‘where to get help’ can potentially be very helpful particularly to first year students who may find the transition from Alevels to university education challenging’ (first year student). ‘I took the [HSR] quiz and believe that it was well set out, with easy to follow instructions. The fact that you could submit your paper and then check your answers was very productive and helpful, as it is by making mistakes and rectifying them that we learn’ (second year student). ‘I have just come across the “essay checklist”. This is brilliant! I have an essay due in a few weeks, and a dissertation, and these kinds of points to check and look out for are really helpful. This [document] should be in the introduction guide in the first year because it would be a massive help’ (third year student).



‘I think that as a method of getting useful information to students, using WebCT is far more useful than a handbook. I can’t remember the last time I saw a handbook; they are easy to mislay, forget about and gain no benefit from. The more modules that use WebCT to good effect, the better the rewards for students will be… The only problem with WebCT in my experience is that I can have episodes where it crashes and won’t let you back on, which can be rather inconvenient. However, that is still far more useful than a handbook that you lose and forget even exists... Kudos. ’ (second year student).



Feedback from colleagues A useful and time saving resource. Welcome adoption of one referencing system (but challenges ahead…). Need to work on induction at all levels. Worry about increasing student expectations.



Limitations & reflections Self-selected participants Patchy participation The usual suspects Too soon to tell?



Next steps… General reorganisation of the folders and create a table of contents to make the resource more navigable (short term). Investigate a switch to web pages with links from WebCT module (long term?). Revise the documents on referencing in preparation for adoption of HSR in SPIRE. Devise an induction and promotion strategy for all three levels for use from September 2008.



Thanks to… Sarah Worley-Hill Matthew West Jenny Smith Georgina Spencer Matthew Street SPIRE colleagues, but extra thanks to: Richard Luther, Liz Carter, Dave Scrivener, Phil Catney, Geraldine Coggins, and Caroline Merritt.
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