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1. Introduction

In the early years of your career, you are likely to find yourself teaching established
modules (courses) that have been taught before, being part of an existing programme
and with all the accompanying documentation prepared. However, at some point you
will want to branch out and design your own module; perhaps one that aligns with your
research interests. It may even be that the time comes when you have ideas about how
the programme itself should be structured, or you want to design a programme of your
own choosing. This chapter discusses some of the steps that you would need to follow in
order to be successful in module and programme design.

The chapter extends, updates and complements the earlier chapter on ‘Designing
undergraduate degree programmes’ by Rebecca Taylor (2002).

It has never been more important to ensure that the education we provide for our
students fits their needs and meets their expectations in an increasingly competitive job
market. Thoughtful and well-planned module and curriculum design can provide a
framework for this.

Students who expect to complete their degree programme with substantial debts need to
know that the education they receive will prepare them for their life beyond graduation.
A thorough and rigorous grounding in a subject will still be important, but the ability to
apply disciplinary thinking in a variety of employment settings will also be crucial.
Furthermore, there are more generic skills that need to be embedded into the curriculum
alongside the disciplinary components. Graduates need to be prepared to adapt to a
rapidly changing global environment, in ways that we cannot foresee.

As economists, we know that the subject engenders a way of thinking that is indeed
widely applicable in many different contexts. However, this needs to be clear in the
design of our modules and curriculum.

In any move towards designing — or redesigning — a module or curriculum we must be
aware of the constraints within which we must operate. The Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA), as the regulatory body for UK HE institutions, provides the framework that
shapes the structure and content of the curriculum, but allows for considerable
flexibility.

This chapter will explore how the economics curriculum, and the modules that are its
components, can be designed to maximise its appeal to students and employers, without
losing the rigour of analysis that we hold dear.
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2. Definitions and assumptions

The focus of this chapter is on the undergraduate curriculum, and its component
modules. The issues that arise in designing a degree programme for postgraduate
students are rather different, given the specialist or vocational focus of such programmes
and their shorter duration.

For discussion of designing postgraduate programmes, see the Handbook chapter
‘Designing ab initio postgraduate degrees’ by Mark Baimbridge (2013).

Nomenclature relating to the components of a degree can vary between institutions, so
let’s be clear about the definitions that will be used in this chapter

A degree programme (or just programme) refers to the entirety of the study
undertaken by a student, normally over a three-year period. Programmes are sometimes
known as courses, but this chapter will refer to programmes.

A programme can be seen to be divided into a number of parts. A part is taken to be the
material studied during a year of full-time study. For example, Part 1 will be taken to
refer to the material normally covered in the first year of full-time study. This is used
instead of referring to ‘years’ to avoid potential confusion caused in relation to part-time
or sandwich programmes.

Each part is in turn made up of a number of units or modules. These are also sometimes
known as courses. These are the building blocks of the curriculum, and will be termed as
modules for the remainder of this chapter.

The design of a module needs to reflect the overall structure of the programme to which
it contributes, and this will be an important factor to consider when producing or
amending a module.

Curriculum design in the context of an undergraduate programme refers to the way in
which material is organised within the programme. There are many dimensions to this,
including the balance between micro, macro and econometric topics; the balance
between theory and applied material; the need to ensure progression through the typical
three-year programme; and so on. These aspects will be considered in Section 5.

In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the typical undergraduate programme runs over
three years — or four years for a sandwich course. In some disciplines (notably
Engineering), it is common to have a four-year integrated undergraduate Masters’
degree. Universities in Scotland operate four-year degree programmes, reflecting the
different nature of pre-university education. This offers different challenges and
opportunities for curriculum design.

The QAA provides the regulatory framework for degree programmes in the UK, and
specifies the criteria to be met by any degree programme. The QAA covers Scotland
through a similar but separate process. Section 5 explores the way in which the QAA
influences discipline-based curriculum design through its general framework and its
subject benchmarks.
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3. Desirable characteristics of an economics
graduate

A first step in designing a module or curriculum is to be clear about its objectives. From
our perspective as economists this may seem self-evident, but is deserving of some
discussion. A starting point is to think about the nature of the product from the
programme — i.e. to consider the desirable characteristics of a graduate from an
economics programme. In the context of an increasing focus on the employability of
graduates, this needs to take into account the expectations of typical employers of
economics graduates. Notice that success in placing our graduates in employment
contributes to the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) through the data regarding the
job destinations of graduates (DHLE).

3.1 Disciplinary knowledge and understanding

3.2 Reflective and independent learners who can think like economists
3.3 Graduates fit for life beyond the programme

Footnotes

O O O O

3.1 Disciplinary knowledge and understanding

The first objective is to produce graduates who are well-grounded in economic analysis,
fulfilling the national subject benchmarks. This is an essential feature of any economics
programme, and the benchmarks are discussed in section 5 below. It is also desirable for
students to be exposed to a balance of theoretical and applied material — although
programmes may differ in having a bias towards one or the other. Curriculum design
also needs to consider the sequence in which material is presented.

3.2 Reflective and independent learners who can think like
economists

Looking beyond the benchmarks, we want our graduates to be able to think like
economists. This is less well-defined, but most would acknowledge that this is part of
our aim in designing a programme. We would also want to produce graduates who are
reflective learners and capable of independent thought and research. After all, this is the
essence of what a university education is about.

This is more challenging in a world in which students become increasingly exam-
oriented, and in which many students come to university from educational and cultural
backgrounds that have not fostered notions of independent study. If we are to

achieve this objective, we need to provide students with opportunities for independent
study and research. These should be embedded within the design of the curriculum, for
example through a research project or dissertation. These are discussed in the chapters in
The Handbook for Economics Lecturers by Kim Marie Goldrick (2007) and Peter Smith

(2016).
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3.3 Graduates fit for life beyond the programme

The curriculum also needs to be able to prepare our graduates for the life after their
undergraduate studies. In other words, we should see the undergraduate programme as a
step that will lead into the next phase of their career path. Given the burden of debt with
which they will leave our programmes, it is likely that they will want to know the ways
in which their studies will provide a preparation for their intended career, and we will
need to be able to articulate this.

It is worth being aware that the qualities that we wish to endue in our graduates may not
correspond to the factors valued by employers in recruitment terms. A survey by the
CBI in 2015 revealed that the two top qualities considered by employers were attitudes
and aptitudes for work and relevant work experience or placement. Degree subject was
only the third highest, followed by degree class, with university attended and foreign
language capability some way behind.

Of course, one of the complications here is that there is no unique destination for an
economics graduate, so the curriculum needs to be designed in such a way that it can
prepare our students for multiple alternative lifepaths.

Some of our students may wish to continue their studies in economics, pursuing their
studies to postgraduate level, and possibly beyond. Others may have an ambition to
become professional economists. Some may wish to enter a career in finance or
management. Others may enter a wide variety of other careers connected to economics
to varying degrees.

In order to accommodate these different paths, the curriculum and its modules need to
be flexible enough to allow graduates to exit towards these different destinations. If we
were to design a programme solely for the purpose of preparing students to proceed to
an MSc and then a PhD, the curriculum would look very different from one that was
designed to produce graduates for employment in a range of non-specific occupations.
In many cases, we want the curriculum to deliver on both, or we may run interlocking
but parallel programmes with different objectives in mind.

In the past, there may have been a tendency to focus on programmes that are just the
first step in a sequence ending with a PhD, or on programmes that were designed to
produce professional economists. This can result in a relatively narrow focus in the
curriculum. In 2016, some 60% of economics graduates from UK universities were

working full time, compared with about 14% who were in further study, training or
research.[notel]

This is by no means a feature only of economics programmes, and there are many
discipline-based programmes which assume that students are only interested in a single
subject. This can be unfortunate, as not all students who study history become
professional historians, nor do those who study chemistry all become chemists.
Economics is no different in providing graduates to a range of professions. As far as
curriculum design is concerned, this means that we may want to provide opportunities
for students to broaden their horizons as part of their programme of study.
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There is some evidence to support this. Employers have indicated that it is not
uncommon for them to interview students whose knowledge and understanding of their
own discipline is excellent, but who struggle when asked questions that take them out of
this comfort zone.

Curriculum design can tackle this in several ways, for example by highlighting generic
skills that are embedded into the curriculum and by encouraging students to participate
in what has become known as the ‘co-curriculum’ — activities in which students
participate outside of the formal credit-bearing programme but which enhance their
employability skills. This includes the development of ‘non-academic’ skills. The
curriculum can also be designed in such a way that students are able to look beyond their
own discipline as part of their programme.

Footnotes

[1] See Kirsty Palmer (2016) "Social Science Overview" Higher Education Careers
Services Unit
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4. Designing a Module

Let’s suppose that you have the opportunity to design and launch a module, or that you
want to make major changes to a module that you have inherited from someone else.
Where do you start?

You might think that you can start by focusing on what you would like to teach...but in
today’s climate it pays to begin by thinking about what your students need to achieve by
attending your module. To put it into education-speak, you need to consider the learning
outcomes that the module will deliver. You will need to express things in this way in
order to comply with the bureaucracy (which we will discuss soon). If you prefer it, you
can think about this in terms of how students will benefit from the things you would like
to teach them.

Approaching the task in this way, you will need to consider not only the content that you
intend to provide, but also the skills and attributes that students will acquire by attending
your module. You can then tailor the design of the module in order to be able to deliver
these learning outcomes. This process is known as ‘constructive alignment’, and this

entails three key elements: syllabus content, teaching methods and assessment strategy.

4.1 Syllabus
4.2 Teaching methods

4.3 Assessment strategy
4.4 Information
4.5 Using the VLE
4.6 After the module is approved...
=4.6.1 Who needs to know?
»4.6.2 Room bookings
=4.6.3 Handouts
»4.6.4 Liaison with teaching assistants
»4.6.5 Assessment
»4.6.6 Feedback and communicating with students
4.7 Summary on module design
Footnotes

0O O O O O O

4.1 Syllabus

In identifying the intended content of the syllabus, a first consideration is how the
module will fit into the programme (or programmes) of which it will be part. If the
module is an optional component of the programme, you are likely to have more
discretion over the content than if it is a core or compulsory module. The content of a
compulsory module is likely to be more circumscribed, as other colleagues will be
relying on you to deliver some key concepts or topics.

You also need to consider your likely audience. Will the students taking the module be
specialist economists, joint honours students, or perhaps students from unrelated
programmes who happen to be interested in the topic? This is important because you
need to know what prior knowledge they are bringing. It may be that you need to set
prerequisites for the module, if you will be assuming familiarity with certain parts of
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economic theory. Otherwise, you will find yourself having to explain concepts or impart
knowledge that you did not expect to have to include, taking time away from your real
intended content.

Top Tip

Make sure that you are familiar with the overall structure of the overall programme, so
you know what topics are likely to have been covered by the students you expect to take
your module. Liaise with colleagues.

The syllabus for your module will also have to take into account the amount of contact
time available for your teaching. This will be determined by the Department or the
University. Remember that there is a trade-off between syllabus coverage and depth of
learning. You may be tempted to cram in lots of interesting stuff, only to find that you
do not have enough time to cover everything to the level of detail that you wish.

Top Tip

Don’t be too ambitious in the quantity of material you set out to cover. Students may
benefit more from deep learning of a limited number of topics than from skimming
through lots of issues at a superficial level.

4.2 Teaching methods

So you have chosen the topics you will cover in the syllabus. The next step is to consider
how you will deliver the learning outcomes through your choice of learning and
teaching methods.

There is plenty of advice on the range of learning and teaching methods available in the
Network’s Handbook, so make sure you make good use of the guidance provided there.
For our purposes, when designing a module, the key decisions concern the balance
between different styles of learning and teaching delivery.

For example, how do you envisage the balance between passive and interactive
learning? Will you rely on the traditional ‘chalk and talk’ approach, or will you try to
engage the students in active and interactive learning? Lectures allow you to cover lots
of material by transferring some knowledge from your brain to your students’ short-term
memory, but this does not encourage deep learning.

You may prefer to use flipped classroom techniques, experiments or teaching
technologies. These methods encourage deeper learning, and will engage students more
actively in your module, as they need to become active participants in the learning
process.
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Top Tip

Before you spend time planning lots of exciting ways of engaging students, make sure
that the facilities you need are available. Will the rooms in your university be suitable
for the innovations you want to introduce? Is the required technology supported?

4.3 Assessment strategy

Having decided what to teach and how to deliver it, you also need to think about how to
assess your students.

An important decision in designing a module concerns the balance between formative
and summative assessment. Formative assessment aims to help students by providing
feedback on their work and to motivate them by developing their awareness of their
strengths and weaknesses. It also allows you to diagnose those strengths and
weaknesses. Formative assessment does not necessarily contribute to their formal
performance measure on the module. Summative assessment, on the other hand, does
contribute to the judgement of student performance on the module. 2ol

Both types of assessment are important. Formative assessment is especially important as
a way of improving student learning, and providing feedback. An issue here is that
although students routinely complain in the National Student Survey about the lack of
feedback provided to them, there are always some students who will only submit work if
it counts towards their mark. Providing motivation for them to attempt formative
assessment is important, but tricky. Summative assessment is of course essential for
determining pass/fail, grading students, enabling them to signal their performance and so
on.

You will also need to decide on the form that assessment will take. It may be that your
Department insists on an unseen written examination for each module, or that a certain
portion of the summative assessment should be based on some form of coursework.

If you decide on setting coursework (or a combination of coursework and exam) as the
summative assessment, you will need to think about the timing of the coursework. Too
early, and the students may not have covered enough material to make it possible to
assess their performance. Too late, and they get embroiled in exam preparation. Where
the assessment is wholly on coursework, attendance at lecture and seminars may be
affected if the topics relevant to the work have been covered too soon in the module.

Top Tip

Remember that it is important to coordinate the timing of coursework assessments
across modules, otherwise students may find themselves with multiple pieces of work
with the same deadline. They will then complain about the workload and pester you for
extensions. Talk to colleagues to check this.
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4.4 Information

When designing a module, you will inevitably need to produce documentation. This will
be needed for the module approval process, but also you will need to provide
information to students who are considering taking the module, or who enrol on it.

Early in the process, contact your administration or University website to find out what
documents need to be submitted to get approval to run the module. This is likely to
include the items already discussed — learning outcomes, teaching methods and
assessment strategy. There will no doubt be a template in which this needs to be
presented.

Top Tip

Find the template at the outset to avoid duplication of effort, and check the timescale in
which the documents need to be submitted.

The template will no doubt demand other information as well, including credit
weighting, teaching and study hours, not to mention the learning outcomes.

As you prepare this documentation, be aware that you will also need to provide
information to the students who will take your module — and notice that some of this
will be the same information that is needed to go through the approval process. It thus
makes sense to think about this at the same time. Students will need to know about
content, teaching methods and assessment methods. They will also be interested in the
prior knowledge they will need to tackle the module successfully and the technical level
expected. They may also be interested in the likely reading and references involved.
They may even refer to the intended learning outcomes.

4.5 Using the VLE

An important part of planning and launching a module concerns the way in which you
will make use of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). This could be Moodle,
Blackboard or some other software used by your university.

Most (if not all) universities set minimum requirements for the information provided to
students via the VLE. This will include such things as the module profile setting out
details of the things that we have already discussed, such as content, teaching methods
and assessment. You may want to provide a rough schedule for the expected timings of
syllabus content, or other information that students will find useful (some of these are
discussed in the next section).

You might want to use the VLE more imaginatively, providing video links, setting up

blogs or discussion boards. You may wish to tailor the way the site looks to students to
set your module aside from the crowd. All these things need to be planned in advance.
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4.6 After the module is approved...

Once the module is approved, you need to start planning ready for the launch. There are
some obvious things you need to do (such as planning your lectures and seminars etc.).
There are also some crucial ‘little’ things that can easily be missed, but which can have a
big impact on how the module turns out.

4.6.1 Who needs to know?

Think about who else needs to know about your new module. The library needs to
know what you will expect students to access, so a reference list is important. If there is
a core text, does the library have enough copies for the number of students likely to take
the module? The bookshop will need to know what books to stock (even if most
students may rely on Amazon or the library). The computing service will need to know
if there is particular software that students will need to use, or if you need to book
computer rooms for workshops.

4.6.2 Room bookings

Then there are issues around timetabling and room bookings. Do you need particular
facilities that are only available in some rooms? If you are running a combination of
large and small groups, what does this mean for the timing of small group sessions? For
example, do they run every week? If in alternate weeks, when do you want them to start
and finish? You might have a preference for ‘odd’ or ‘even’ weeks. If you are running
experiments or games, do you need a larger room than the number of students would
justify, in order to allow them to move around the room or interact with each other? If
you want to run sessions where the students discuss in groups, you may wish to avoid a
room with fixed seating. If you intend to record your lectures, you need to check that
your room has the facility for this. There are many aspects to room booking, so think
about how you want to operate.

4.6.3 Handouts

Think about handouts. Will you be providing handouts to support your students at the
beginning of the module? Will they get weekly updates or copies of lecture slides? How
will these be provided? How will you inform them about assessment tasks (both
formative and summative)? Will the VLE be the prime way in which you provide your
handouts? Does you institution insist that handouts are provided in advance of the
lectures?

Top Tip

When handouts are distributed before the sessions, you may observe that students may
think that they do not need to take notes. You could try leaving gaps in the handouts so
that students have to write something. They may even take extra notes when they realise
that you are not just reading out the handouts.

11



4.6.4 Liaison with teaching assistants

You might be in a situation where you will have graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) to
run seminars or classes for you, or to undertake marking of formative assessment. You
will need to provide tutorial or seminar work to your GTAs in good time for them to
prepare their sessions. You may well wish to give them worked answers and explain
what you want the students to gain from the tutorials or seminars.

4.6.5 Assessment

You will need to be clear about the logistics of the assessment. If you are setting
formative assessment tasks or summative coursework, you need to plan how students
will submit their work. Will you use electronic submission? Or will they hand in hard
copy through an office?

Electronic submission is becoming increasingly common, although this may pose
challenges for some maths assignments. You may be able to accept submission through
the VLE, and perhaps mark it online. Indeed, this may be an institutional requirement.

Remember that for summative coursework, you may need to provide a sample of work
for scrutiny by the external examiner, although this may not apply to work that carries a
small weighting in the overall module assessment. You may also need to have the
coursework approved by the external examiner if it does carry a high weighting. For
written work such as project reports, you will want to check for potential plagiarism,
probably using the TurnitinUK software (which may be invoked automatically if you
accept work through your VLE).

Top Tip

When running a module for the first time, it is helpful (perhaps essential) to provide
sample assessment materials (e.g. a sample exam paper). This helps students to know
what you expect from them.

You may want to use mid-term exams or tests as part of the assessment. You may well
intend to allocate normal lecture time for this to take place — but be careful. There are
likely to be students following your module who are eligible for special exam
arrangements, such as extra time (because of dyslexia), or other accommodations for
medical conditions. Or there may be students who are ill, or for other good reason
unable to take the test at the time you plan. All these will need to be accommodated
somehow.

4.6.6 Feedback and communicating with students
Providing feedback to students on their work is important because this is the way in
which students can learn from the work that they undertake — and because they will be

answering questions about it in the NSS, although, of course, this is not why we do it.

Feedback can be provided in a variety of ways, although all too often it seems that
students have a narrow view of feedback as comments given in writing on their work.

12



This is far from the case, but it is important to make students aware when they are
receiving feedback. There is a chapter on giving feedback in the Network’s Handbook.
You may find that you will have to provide details about how you will give feedback
when preparing document for module approval.

When designing the module, it is good to think about how you will communicate with
students. Your Department may insist that you have office hours (or even ‘feedback and
office hours”), or you may be able to use an online booking system for appointments.
You may choose to use the VLE to send emails, or set up a discussion board. However,
be aware that students may see these as old-fashioned and clunky ways of
communicating, being more accustomed to texting and social media.

4.7 Summary on module design

Please don’t be put off by the range of issues that need to be considered in designing a
new module. Much of the hassle comes up-front, and once running the module should be
good for a while!

When the module runs for the first time, take notes of what goes well, and what could be
improved in the future. It is all too easy to forget both good and bad aspects unless you
keep a record. No doubt your institution runs an annual module questionnaire of some
sort, so make sure you check out the comments made by students to see whether they
view the module’s successes (and areas for improvement) the same way that you do.

Footnotes

[1] See Nigel Miller’s chapter, "Alternative Forms of Formative and Summative
Assessment"
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5. Designing a Programme

Launching a new programme is a complex process that entails extensive planning and
administrative hassle. However, in a rapidly changing economic and political
environment, it is crucial to refresh the range of degree programmes offered to students.
This may involve revamping existing provision, or it may mean introducing wholly new
programmes, perhaps reflecting the changing research and teaching interests of staff in
the Department as well as the changing needs of students.

¢5.1 Market research

¢ 5.2 Making the case for the new programme

5.3 The requirements of the QAA
o 5.3.1 The Framework for Higher Education (FHEQ)
o 5.3.2 Subject benchmarks
o 5.3.3 The programme specification

¢ 5.4 Programme approval

5.5 Building the programme
o 5.5.1 Curriculum and audience
o 5.5.2 Content, sequence, balance and engagement
o 5.5.3 Study abroad?

e Footnotes

5.1 Market research

As with designing a new module, a first step is to reflect on why the new programme is
needed, and for whom it is intended. Is there a demand for the new offering? Or is it just
something that appeals to you and/or your Department? There is no point in devising a
wonderful new programme that will be enjoyable to teach if no students will want to
follow it.

Market research will need to focus on potential student demand and on competitor
analysis. As far as student demand is concerned, your admission office may have the
resources to do some of this work for you, or you may have to rely on asking questions
when applicants come to visit. This is unreliable, of course. For example, if you ask
applicants whether they are interested in study abroad, and you may well be faced with
great enthusiasm — but once they are on course, persuading them to take advantage of
these opportunities becomes a challenge.

Competitor analysis is also important. Are you entering a crowded market, or have you
found a new niche programme? Watching what other institutions are doing in terms of
curriculum development may provide ideas, but also warn of the potential intensity of
competition in some areas. External examiners on your existing programmes and
colleagues can act as a useful sounding board as you explore the potential viability of
your new programme. You will no doubt need to make a case for viability as part of the
approval process.

Top Tip

The Economics Network website provides links to economics departments in the UK.
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5.2 Making the case for the new programme

Having convinced yourself of the desirability of the new programme, how do you
convince your colleagues and administrators that it is a good (and viable) idea?

In addition to the market research, you need to be able to show how the new programme
will enhance the Department’s portfolio of programmes, and how it will fit in with
existing provision. What is the underlying purpose for the programme? What will be the
overall learning outcomes? How does this complement what is already being offered?

An important issue for both your colleagues and for the institution’s administration is
naturally the resourcing of the programme. What will it cost in terms of staffing? Will it
be able to draw upon existing modules, or will it necessitate the development of lots of
new ones? Will it be attractive to international as well as UK students?

You will need to convince your colleagues that the new programme will fit with existing
provision. Make sure that there is coordination across programmes in relation to things
like entry requirements. If you are intending to make use of some existing modules,
check capacity constraints and prerequisite structures.

How will the admissions process be handled? Will the new programme be advertised
alongside existing programmes? How will you announce the availability of the new
programme? Will recruitment to the programme complement the existing programme or
draw recruitment away from existing offerings?

You may need to coordinate the assessment structures and the range of assessment
methods to be used across the programme, to ensure a good balance of exams and other
forms of assessment.

Will the current external examiners be able to take on responsibility for the new
programme, or will there need to be new appointments?

Top Tip

Talk to colleagues throughout the process: get them involved and on board.

In designing a new programme, you will face a variety of constraints that will influence
the way in which the programme can be built. These come from your Department and/or
Faculty and from the need to comply with the approval procedures of the university,
which will in turn reflect the demands of the QAA.

Your institutional programme approval processes will ensure compliance with the
requirements of external bodies, but it helps to be aware of how these are likely to affect
the way in which you build your programme. External regulatory bodies include the
QAA and the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA), but also may involve
accreditation agencies if your planned programme is intended to offer exemptions from
professional exams, such as are needed for accountants or actuaries etc.
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5.3 The requirements of the QAA

The first essential thing to be addressed in designing a curriculum is to ensure
compliance with the requirements of the QA A, which is the regulatory body charged
with the responsibility of upholding quality and standards in universities and colleges.
QAA does this through its Quality Code, which ‘gives all higher education providers a
shared starting point for setting, describing and assuring the academic standards of their
higher education awards and programmes and the quality of the learning opportunities
they provide’ .22l For programme design, the most important parts of the Quality Code
relate to the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ), subject
benchmark statements, programme specifications and programme approval. Many, if not
all, of the steps needed to ensure compliance will be imposed on disciplines through the
medium of institutional procedures.

5.3.1 The Framework for Higher Education (FHEQ)

The FHEQ sets the general framework for degree programmes, and the QAA is clear
that it ‘should be regarded as a framework, not a straitjacket’ 1292l At the heart of the
FHEQ is an attempt to ensure that qualifications awarded by Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) maintain consistent standards, with a common expectation about
student achievements. It is important to note that the ‘fundamental premise of the FHEQ
is that qualifications should be awarded on the basis of achievement of outcomes and
attainment rather than years of study’.'2%¢3l This underpins the approach to be taken in
designing a curriculum and in preparing the associated documentation. There is a wealth
of detail in the QAA documentation, so I will focus on a few key issues that need to be
built into curriculum design.

First, it is worth noting that the FHEQ does nof constitute a credit framework. Many UK
universities do operate on a credit framework, but this is not mandatory under the QAA
rules. However, QAA does provide guidance on academic credit arrangements. If your
institution does use a credit framework (and most do so), your programme will need to
recognise that in the way it is put together. In practical terms, this determines the size
and number of modules that will comprise your programme. What this means in practice
is that you will not have freedom to make up your own modular structure, but work with
your institution’s standard set-up in terms of the number and size of modules.

Top Tip

At the outset, make sure that you know the modular structure that is used in your

institution. This may involve CATS or ECTS credits being allocated to each module.[2
4]

Under a credit system, each module takes on a credit value. This reflects the hours of
study expected of a typical student following the module, these hours being divided
between formal contact time and independent study hours. For example, a module rated
at 20 CATS points would involve a total of 200 study hours. A year of study must sum
to 120 CATS. Under the Bologna process, the learning outcomes (and associated
workload) of a typical full-time year of academic formal learning represent 60 ECTS. In
other words, 1 ECTS is approximately equal to 2 CATS.
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Where this becomes important for curriculum design is in specifying the overall
requirements for an honours degree or any of the intermediate exit points that are
available on most programmes. Table 1 summarises the credit values normally
associated with each part of an undergraduate programme in England.

Table 1: Credit values and curriculum design

Minimum
credits at
Minimum | the level of
Part FHEQ level credits the ECTS

HE (CATS) | qualification
qualification
as in FHEQ (CATS)
Cert HE 1 4 120 90
Dip HE 2 5 240 90 approx 120
Bachelor’s
degree with 3 6 360 90 180-240
honours
Integrated
Master’s 4 7 480 120
degree

A normal interpretation of this is that to be awarded an honours degree, a student must
have accumulated 120 CATS (60 ECTS) per part, with at least 90 CATS (45 ECTS) at
each FHEQ level. Institutions will no doubt have their own rules and regulations for
implementing the framework, so you may have no real choice in choosing the overall
credit structure. Nonetheless, it is worth being aware of the structure, as it underpins
curriculum design.

An important aspect of this is that there must be progression in what is expected of
students at each successive level.

5.3.2 Subject benchmarks

When designing a curriculum, a fundamental requirement is to ensure that the contents
are consistent with the relevant subject benchmarks. The economics benchmark
statements, which were amended in 2015, can be found

at http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/SBS-Economics-15.pdf .

If you study the benchmarks, you will find that they are not actually very constraining,
in the sense that they summarise in a common-sense way the components that most
economists would agree should lie at the heart of any economics curriculum. In other
words, the benchmarks specify a range of features that we would look for in any
economics degree programme. The details are not provided here, as this would be
repetition of the benchmarks themselves. Suffice it to note that they encompass the aims
of degree programmes in economics, and specify the subject knowledge and the subject-

17


http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/SBS-Economics-15.pdf

specific and other skills that students are expected to accrue during their studies. The
economist’s way of thinking and the importance of the transferable application of
economic concepts are also emphasised. In other words, the benchmarks set out the
attributes that students successfully completing a degree programme would be expected
to have gained.

Top Tip

Notice that the way in which the benchmark is set out is helpful when setting out to draft
the programme specification, which is another essential part of developing a new
curriculum.

5.3.3 The programme specification

Part A of the QAA’s Quality Code!™<>! requires all HEIs to ‘maintain a definitive
record of each programme and qualification’, to be shared with staff and students. This
is the reference point for the delivery of the programme, and will be a key part of the
documentation that you will need to submit as part of the approval process.

The most common form that this definitive record takes is the programme specification
(or equivalent). Make sure that you obtain a copy of your institution’s template for this
early on in your planning.

Programme specifications (or equivalent) are normally built around the learning
outcomes. This is potentially helpful, and can be seen as a foil to the common media
obsession with contact hours. The outcome-based approach focuses on what a student
can have achieved successfully completing a programme of study, rather than how study
hours are divided between direct contact with academic staff and independent study time
and other forms of learning.

Top Tips

If you want to look at some examples of programme specifications, you may find them
as part of the Key Information Sets (KIS) that all HEIs are required to supply. These are
found on the Unistats website at https://unistats.ac.uk/ . If you select a programme, find
the heading ‘Time in lectures, seminars and similar’, then click on ‘How the course is
taught’. You may then find the programme specification, although not all institutions
provide the information in this form.

As outlined in the discussion of module design, individual modules are also expected to
have their own learning outcomes associated with them, and the programme
specification then shows how those modules can be combined into a coherent
programme.

Notice that having a programme specification (or its equivalent) is not optional, as it is
one of the key documents that will be audited as part of the QA A Higher Education
Review. Programmes will be judged by whether they deliver on the claims that are
embedded in the specifications.

18


https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/#_ftn5
https://unistats.ac.uk/

5.4 Programme approval

Chapter B1 of the QAA Quality Code contains guidance about programme approval 2o
l'Your institution’s formal approval procedures will ensure that your programme
complies with this guidance, so make sure that you follow this carefully. The process
will no doubt include an element of external scrutiny, so think about who you might
consult.

Top Tip

When looking for an external scrutineer, you could do worse than start with the list of
Associates of the Economics Network. Notice that you cannot use present external
examiners for this role.

Be aware of the timescale over which the approval process will be spread. A new
programme is likely to go through several stages of scrutiny and consultation. For
example, you might draw attention to your plans at the start of an academic year, with
the hope of being ready for the following year — but in practice, it might take longer
than this.

There will need to be preliminary discussions with interested parties (including your
colleagues). There will then need to be discussion by the executive to see whether your
proposal fits with the strategic aims of the Department, Faculty or School and the
University. Documents then need to be drafted, and an external expert appointed. Other
Departments and professional services may need to provide their input, and there needs
to be rigorous academic scrutiny. Only once validated will you be able to start
advertising and recruiting.

There are some other time constraints to consider. For a new undergraduate programme,
there must be a Key Information Set. This needs to be ready fourteen months before the
start of a programme, as it needs to be published a year before the programme starts. For
at least one university with which I am familiar, the deadline for including an
undergraduate programme in the printed prospectus comes 20 months before students
enter the programme.

Top Tip

Make sure you do not miss key deadlines set by your institution. Missing key deadlines
can delay the launch of the new programme, possibly by a whole year.

A similar schedule applies for major changes to existing programmes. The decision on
when to launch would also depend upon being able to advertise and recruit. Ultimately,
this may be the deciding factor in choosing how quickly to launch. Timescales are likely
to vary from institution to institution.
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5.5 Building the programme

In building the core of the curriculum, balance needs to be achieved across a range of
dimensions. There needs to be a balance between theory and applied material, and
between micro and macro. Decisions also need to be taken about the place of
mathematics and statistics in the curriculum, being aware that the subject benchmarks
indicate that a variety of approaches can be adopted. For example, it is recognised that
some degrees that are not single honours economics programmes may not cover all of
the core elements, and that ‘the forms of analysis chosen may differ and may be tailored
to best serve the skills that students bring with them into their degree programme’ 2% 7}
Choices here may therefore depend upon the characteristics of the student intake — or
perhaps the curriculum will dictate the sort of students to be recruited.

Questions of balance also arise where a single honours curriculum may co-exist with a
series of joint honours programmes or a major/minor approach. The core modules on a
programme need to be designed in such a way that the programme outcomes set out in
the programme specification can be met by all students who complete the programme
successfully. However, students value choice in their curriculum, and if the outcomes
can be met in a subset of the modules that make up the programme, then this can create
flexibility for students to exercise some choice of what to study. This may take the form
of choosing amongst a range of optional economics modules, or it may be that students
can choose other modules (e.g. languages) from outside their core discipline. This may
be one way of enabling students to enhance their employability.

The design of the core curriculum may also need to take into account the possibility that
some students may wish to spend part of their degree programme studying abroad. Many
programmes are designed to enable either a whole year study abroad, or a single
semester.

5.5.1 Curriculum and audience

There are many economics programmes being taught across the UK, catering for a wide
variety of different audiences. There are highly technical programmes with a heavy bias
towards theory and a high level of mathematical content. There are other programmes
that have a more applied focus, perhaps with a stronger, practical, employability focus.
The curriculum has to be designed for its intended audience and to deliver the intended
programme outcomes. This has implications for the entry requirements and for the
balance of content across the curriculum. For example, requiring an A-level in
Mathematics provides a signal about curriculum content.

It is also important to be aware that many students may not fully anticipate the
mathematical nature of some programmes, only discovering well into the first term that
they are not well suited to the approach being adopted. This seems to happen regardless
of the information that we provide before they arrive, and may reflect the content and
style of the A-level Economics specifications. For students that do find that their talents
and abilities are more suited to a less technical approach, curriculum design may need to
be framed in such a way as to provide an ‘escape route’. This may be especially
important where the admissions criteria do not require students to have studied
economics before embarking on the programme.
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5.5.2 Content, sequence, balance and engagement

In setting out to design (or to redesign) a curriculum, it is perhaps inevitable that much
of the focus will be on what to include and in what order — as well as how to structure
and organise the material. However, it is also important to be aware of the need to
engage our students with their learning, and to design the curriculum to transmit the
excitement of the subject. If we do not engage our students with the subject we will have

failed.

Engagement comes partly through the way in which we deliver material, but curriculum
design is also important. One way of capturing our students’ attention through
curriculum design is by using the ‘Threshold Concepts’ approach as outlined in the
chapter in the Handbook for Economics Lecturers by Peter Davies and Jean Mangan. 29
8 These concepts offer a focus on key ideas that can begin to introduce students to the
way that economists think. For many students, it is also important to highlight
applications of economic theory in the early weeks, balanced against the need to
demonstrate the importance of learning and polishing quantitative skills. It is also crucial
to remember that our students come from diverse backgrounds and have diverse
preferences. There will be those who relish the mathematical approach and are keen to
engage with theory. We need to cater for them as well.

The financial crisis of the late 2000s launched widespread debate about the way in
which we teach economics. You can read about this on the Economics Network

website. 222l An important offshoot of this debate has been the development of the
CORE project.l2%¢19 Thijs project has produced an ‘open-access, interactive ebook-based
course for anyone interested in learning about the economy and economics’. When
planning to design a new programme in economics, you should check out this material,
which offers a novel approach to introducing students to economics, to see whether this
approach would work well with your intended students.

Top Tip

If you do decide to use this approach, be aware that there will be an impact on how you
design the curriculum beyond the first year of the programme.

5.5.3 Study abroad?

A further element influencing curriculum design concerns the opportunity for students to
spend a period undertaking study abroad. Such opportunities can either be embedded
within the curriculum or can take the form of a year out during the programme.
Experience suggests that universities have been more keen to provide such opportunities
for their students than students have been to take advantage of them. This is evidenced
by the nation-wide tendency for UK universities to be net importers of exchange
students, with many more European students coming for a year or semester in the UK
than British students travelling abroad. It remains to be seen whether (or how) this will
be affected by Brexit.
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The language issue looms large here. In general, the language skills of British students
are inferior to those of students from elsewhere. However, British students have also
been reluctant to study abroad even when the language of instruction is English.

As far as curriculum design is concerned, the key issue is whether the credits earned by
the student abroad are to contribute to the home institution’s award or not. A student
taking a term or semester abroad will need to have the credits recognised as part of the
degree programme. This means that the institution will want to have quality assurance
checks in place to ensure that the material studied abroad is at the appropriate level and
that the foreign institution is of a recognised status. It will also be necessary to ensure
that any programme outcomes that would have been achieved had the student remained
in the home institution are adequately covered by the study abroad. For example, if the
student would have taken a core micro or macro module, do the modules studied abroad
align with the pertinent learning outcomes? This will require careful scrutiny of the
module outlines to ensure that they cover similar material. A whole year abroad may
pose fewer problems, if it can be regarded as an intermission in study, such that the
credits do not have to be transferred and recognised locally.

For study that is embedded in the curriculum, the language issue must be considered — at
least where the opportunities to study abroad involve study in a foreign language.
Indeed, even if teaching is available in English at a university in Europe or elsewhere,
the language for everyday living is still a potential issue. In order for the option to study
abroad to be a serious offer, students need to have the opportunity to learn or improve
their language competency. This should preferably be available within the curriculum
and not just as an evening extra. This clearly has implications for curriculum design.

It is widely believed that studying abroad is a way of enhancing the student experience
and improving employability, and to be able to offer students the opportunity when they
visit on open or visit days seems to increase the attractiveness of

programmes. However, persuading students to take up the opportunities seems to be the
greatest challenge, perhaps because once students are caught up with their programmes,
the risks of taking time out to study abroad loom large.

Footnotes

[1] http://www.gaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code/introducing-
the-quality-code

[2] http://www.gaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/Framework-Higher-Education-
Qualifications-08.pdf

[3] Tbid.

[4] CATS relates to the Credit Accumulation and Transfer System, whilst ECTS relates
to the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System, used across Europe.

[5] http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code/quality-code-
part-a (it’s a bit hidden, see Expectation A2.2 on page 21)
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[6] http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code/quality-code-
part-b

[7] http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/SBS-Economics-15.pdf para 4.2

(8] http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/threshold-concepts

[9] See http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/resources

[10] See http://www.core-econ.org/
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6. Meeting the demands of your institution

As well as ensuring that your new programme complies with regulatory demands, your
institution may well impose other restrictions on the content and delivery of
programmes, and you should find out about these as soon as you can. I will just mention
a few common things that you may come across.

6.1 Graduate attributes

The issue of how to embed employability into the curriculum is by no means a recent
phenomenon, and has become a key part of the mission of many universities. Much of
the discussion centred around notions of what is meant by ‘graduateness’ — i.e. what are
the characteristics that we look for in a graduate. Following much debate in Australia in
the 1990s, this has developed into a debate about ‘graduate attributes’.

The term ‘graduate attributes’ can be defined as the ‘qualities, skills and understandings
that a university community agrees its students should develop during their time with the
institution and consequently shape the contribution they are able to make to their
profession and society’.

A Google search on the phrase ‘graduate attributes’ shows that many universities in the
UK and elsewhere have been devoting enormous attention to the identification of these
graduate attributes. A sample list of attributes would be:

eacademic attributes

e communication skills

eresearch and inquiry

e the ability to be a reflective learner
« global citizenship

e cthical leadership.

When designing a curriculum, you should check whether your institution has a graduate
attributes framework, as you may be expected to ensure that students have opportunities
to develop these attributes within the curriculum, although it may be that some of them
will be more readily developed in the co-curriculum. Examples of attributes that can be
developed within the curriculum include ensuring that students have opportunities for
group work, for giving presentations and for learning about and practising research
methods.

Equally important as providing students with opportunities to acquire these attributes is
making sure that they are aware that they are acquiring them. Employers have

commented that students in interview are often unaware of the skills and attributes that
they have been building up during their studies.

Top tip

Check whether your institution defines a set of graduate attributes and whether students
need to be given opportunities to acquire these as part of the curriculum.
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6.2 Research-led teaching

The relationship between research and teaching has always been contentious, if only
because of the tension that exists between competing demands on the time and energy of
academic staff. This applies especially strongly in institutions where promotion (and
appointment) depend more upon research excellence and publications than upon the
ability to deliver learning and teaching effectively. It has been argued that students at a
university, whether at undergraduate or postgraduate level, should be exposed to the
research that is such a central part of a university’s mission. The undergraduate
curriculum is thus expected to deliver ‘research-led teaching’.

Although there may be a widespread agreement that there should be research-led
teaching, there is much less consensus on what this actually means, and it has been
interpreted in different ways in different contexts. Broadly, we can identify four
different approaches.

At one level, there are many university websites that include statements such as ‘you
will be taught by experts who are at the cutting edge of their disciplines’. This is one
interpretation of research-led teaching. Students will be taught by researchers with a
proven track record of excellence. The efficacy of this approach may vary. The mere
fact of being taught by an active researcher in itself does not guarantee that the research
will rub off on the students. A lecturer may spice up the lectures with anecdotes about
research or present some of the results in an accessible way — or simply insist that
students read his/her papers. However, the scope for this when teaching introductory
mathematics or consumer demand may be limited.

The curriculum must thus present opportunities for researchers to inject research into
their teaching. A common way of doing this is through the menu of options provided for
students, so that researchers have the opportunity to present units that are closely related
to their own area of expertise. It has to be admitted, however, that this form of research-
led teaching, valuable as it is, is rather passive from the students’ viewpoint.

A second level of research-led teaching is to ensure that the curriculum delivers the
skills needed for students to engage in research. A unit in research methods might fit the
bill here, and this could be fully or partly assessed by having students prepare a research
proposal on a topic of their choice.

A third level would be to require students to engage in a research project or dissertation.
This is indeed a common feature of many economics degree programmes. Students can
find this one of the most rewarding parts of their programme.

Another rather different interpretation of research-led teaching is that teaching should be
informed by pedagogic research. This goes beyond the scope of this chapter, as it is not
a curriculum design issue as such. This is perhaps more to do with staff development
and the need to expose academic staff to the results of pedagogic research.

6.3 Looking beyond the discipline

For students who proceed from undergraduate studies in economics to take a Master’s
degree and then follow this up by researching a Ph.D., an undergraduate programme that
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focuses on economics alone may provide a good preparation. Perhaps for those who exit
after the Master’s and become professional economists, an intense focus may also work
well. However, for students who enter other careers, such a concentration may produce
tunnel vision. Indeed, it could be argued that even for the professional economist or
Ph.D., some exposure to the world beyond economics may produce a more rounded and
balanced individual. The increasing move towards interdisciplinary research gives
further impetus to the desirability of allowing students to look beyond their discipline,
and explore the big issues of our day through different disciplinary lenses.

A curriculum can readily be designed to permit this flexibility, given earlier arguments
about the ability to achieve the outcomes associated with the subject benchmarks in a
subset of the modules that make up a programme.

One approach is through the development of joint honours programmes that expose
students to two related disciplines. One disadvantage of this approach is that students
may achieve the benchmark levels of knowledge and understanding in each of their two
disciplines, but may not have acquired the depth needed to pursue postgraduate work in
either of them.

A number of universities are beginning to think more imaginatively about how to
broaden the horizons of their students by creating opportunities to be exposed to
different ways of thinking about the big issues of our day.

One example is the LSE100 initiative, which is compulsory for all undergraduates at the
LSE from 2010-11 onwards. The following extract from the LSE100 guidebook
summarises what is on offer:

‘Whatever your degree course, LSE100 is designed to enhance your
experience at the [LSE] by enabling you to complement your disciplinary
training with an understanding of different ways of thinking; to learn
from debating and collaborating with students from other disciplines and
cultural backgrounds; and to strengthen your research and
communication skills, 2o 1]

The LSE100 course covers a wide range of topics with contributions that present from a
range of different disciplinary perspectives. It sits outside the curriculum, so is not
credit-bearing, running in the Lent term of year 1 and the Michaelmas term of year 2. It
is graded on a non-numeric basis, with categories of Pass, Merit, Distinction and Fail.
The result appears on the student transcript, but does not contribute to degree
classification. Part of the assessment is a two-hour unseen written examination, taken
outside of term time.

Another initiative was launched by the University of Aberdeen in 2010; it reshaped its
curriculum ‘to produce graduates who are more rounded, better informed and more
intellectually flexible’. The reforms aimed to maintain the ‘quality and depth of the
traditional Scottish degree’, but at the same time expand the range of choice open to
students. In the first and second years of their programme, students can choose either to
‘study around [your] core subject to gain breadth and context; add a language, a science
or business study as an extra subject ... or choose from a range of new multidisciplinary
course based on real world problems’.
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This is an example of encouraging diversification and exposure to new ways of thinking
that is embedded within the curriculum, rather than sitting alongside. The Scottish
system of four-year degrees makes this an especially attractive way of offering choice
and diversity, as there is less pressure to fill the curriculum with disciplinary units.

An example in England is the University of Southampton, which introduced a
Curriculum Innovation Programme, aimed at encouraging students to escape from their
disciplinary silos and broaden their horizons by taking modules away from their home
discipline and to enhance the research-led nature of teaching by introducing students to
some of the interdisciplinary research being undertaken in the institution, such as
climate change, web science and sustainability. A range of modules was developed,
delivered and assessed in innovative ways, with the objective that students are able to
choose from a menu of optional modules at some point during their studies.20¢2!

Footnotes

[1] http://www?2.1se.ac.uk/intranet/students/LSE 100/GuideforFirstYearUGs.pdf

[2] See www.soton.ac.uk/cip
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7. Coping with growth of student numbers

A major challenge in curriculum design is coping with the growth in student numbers
that has been witnessed in many economics programmes in recent years. Evidence
suggests that economics is one of the disciplines with a relatively high earnings
premium in terms of lifetime earnings. For example, The Complete University Guide in
2017 reported that economists in graduate jobs earned salaries that only fell below those
graduating from dentistry, medicine and chemical engineering. We can thus expect the
discipline to maintain its popularity.

This has implications for curriculum design. Decisions will need to be made about the
balance between core modules and options, and between lectures and class/ seminar
group teaching. The big lecture offers economies of scale in delivery of core material,
but affects the student experience. Smaller group teaching is costly in staff time, and
students do not always appreciate being taught by doctoral students. Hard decisions may
need to be made about the number of options that can be provided given student-staff
ratios.

The physical infrastructure may have an impact on curriculum design as numbers grow.
If the size of the cohort expands beyond the capacity of the largest lecture theatre, then
this may necessitate double teaching, or the use of video-streaming. This may influence
curriculum design indirectly, by limiting the staff resources available for teaching
optional modules. Increasing and improving the use of technology-enhanced and
blended learning may be crucial in coping with expansion without damaging the student
experience.

More imaginative use of contact time may help. For example, given the extensive use of
problem sets and exercises in economics learning, how important is it to run multiple
small group classes to go through the answers to problem sets? It may be possible to
keep the whole group together, and have a session in which the lecturer presents the
solutions to everyone, and then back this up with drop-in surgery sessions with doctoral
students. Curriculum design can thus be used to improve efficiency in delivery of
learning and teaching.
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8. Managing change

In general, we hate change — especially where this is seen as change for the sake of
change. We build our lives around routines, reinforced by processes that enable things to
happen in predictable ways. Change can be painful because we interrupt these routines
and lose predictability. This should not mean that we never change, but it may mean that
change is a process that needs to be managed. There is a large and growing literature on
the management of change.

Undertaking a major reform of the curriculum is an example of a project for which
change should be consciously managed. I would suggest that of most importance in this
respect is to have a clear view of the destination. What will the curriculum look like at
the end of the process, and what will be the advantages compared with the existing
position? Be ready to highlight the benefits that will flow to staff — as well as to
students. This is essential if staff are to be expected to devote time to redesigning their
teaching alongside meeting REF targets. It helps if there are demonstrable benefits to be
gained from reform that could not be tapped by tweaking current structures. It may also
help to have a clear timeline over which the reforms will be completed so that life can
return to a new normality.

A key decision may be whether to go for a short sharp shock of reform or to go for
gradualism. Do we concentrate the misery and settle down, or insinuate the changes drip
by drip so nobody notices?

9. Communicating with stakeholders

Let’s be honest: curriculum design is not the most exciting topic in the world, and it is
not the easiest thing to convey to applicants, students, staff and employers. The previous
sections have argued that curriculum design must fulfil a range of objectives. It must
ensure coverage of the subject benchmarks. It must deliver a learning experience to
students that prepares them for their life as a graduate — in whatever direction they may
choose to go after graduation. It must be attractive in offering challenge and flexibility.
Graduates from the programme must have the qualities that potential employers are
seeking.

Articulating these various qualities to the key stakeholders is a challenge. As soon as we
start to explain the credit architecture and component modules, the audience is lost. So
save the detail for a sub-page to which people can refer if they need to know. Focus on
the key features — and remember when designing the curriculum that simplicity in
design will be a major help when it comes to explaining the structure and content of a
programme. No doubt individual programmes will also wish to highlight the special
features of their offering that are totally unique to them and to them alone, as part of the
distinctiveness that characterises their institutions. But I could not possibly comment on
that.
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1 Introduction

“The first duty of a lecturer: to hand you after an hour's discourse a nugget of pure truth to wrap up
between the pages of your notebooks, and keep on the mantelpiece forever.” — Virginia Woolf
“College is a place where a professor's lecture notes go straight to the students' lecture notes,
without passing through the brains of either” — Mark Twain

“Academic chairs are many, but wise and noble teachers are few, lecture rooms are numerous and
large, but the number of young people who genuinely thirst after truth and justice is small.” — Albert
Einstein
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“Some people talk in their sleep. Lecturers talk while other people sleep” — Albert Camus

“When I give a lecture, I accept that people look at their watches, but what I do not tolerate is when
they look at it and raise it to their ear to find out if it stopped.” — Marcel Archard

1

“Like all people who try to exhaust a subject, he exhausted his listeners.” — Kingsley Amis
“The best teacher is the one who suggests rather than dogmatises, and inspires his listener with the
wish to teach himself.” — Edward Bulwer-Lytton

“My lecture was a complete success, but the audience was a failure.” — Anon

Lectures have been employed for hundreds of years as a platform for disseminating ideas and knowledge and for
guiding and motivating students, and they continue to be a cornerstone of higher education practices today. The
traditional lecture can be defined as the one-way transmission of course content from academics to students,
involving a series of presentations, usually with visual prompts and aids.

Today, however, classes delivered in lecture slots come in many different forms, from the traditional to highly
interactive sessions. The term 'lecture' nowadays encompasses a range of styles, approaches and formats that will
be investigated throughout this chapter. Some of these involve considerable student participation.

During COVID lockdowns, lectures were delivered online, whether in real time or pre-recorded. When
classrooms were re-opened, although most universities returned to in-person lectures, many also delivered some
lectures online or made recordings of the lecture available to students through lecture capture software. Some
universities had already made recordings of lectures available prior to COVID-19.

In terms of student learning, the most successful lectures have more than a mere dissemination role. If their
intention were merely to provide the students with basic information on the course, then there would be good
reason simply to abandon them and provide a competent set of notes in their place. Lectures should also motivate
and challenge students and give them insights. This is elegantly summarised by a student who attended Alfred
Marshall’s lectures at the University of Cambridge at the turn of the century:

“He was certainly a unique teacher. He seemed to grip the mind of his hearer and force it through
unaccustomed exercises, with many a violent jolt and breathless chase. He loved to puzzle and
perplex you and then suddenly to dazzle you with unexpected light. ‘Ages of darkness and moments
of vision’, was one description of his lectures, I remember. But the vision was worth it, and was not
to be appreciated without the preliminary bewilderment.... What we brought away from Marshall’s
lectures was certainly not any ordered knowledge of economics, not enough, as he had predicted, for
passing an examination, but perhaps an awakened interest, a little more insight, the memory of some
moment of illumination and a sense of the importance of economics.” (As quoted in Groenewegen
1995, p.314)

This quotation captures a key potential difference between a lecture and a textbook exposition. Of course not
everyone is capable of holding an audience spellbound throughout a lecture, especially when it is part of the
routine of learning. Nonetheless, lectures can be used as an effective means of promoting student learning even if
the lecturer is not inspirational. However, they can also be tedious and of little benefit to students. In large part,
the success of a lecture depends on how engaged students are and whether it is providing an active learning
environment.

This handbook chapter will investigate the costs and benefits of different types of lecture and suggest ways in
which the traditional lecture can be improved. Although the focus of the chapter is on lecturing, it is not
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considered in isolation from the other teaching and learning formats that are likely to accompany and complement
it.

— 1.1 Opportunities provided by lectures

— 1.2 Inherent problems with the traditional lecture

1.1 Opportunities provided by lectures

Lectures provide key opportunities for students to learn in an efficient way about the subject they have chosen to
study. The lecture typically conveys and prioritises information about the subject in a structured way and in a
relatively condensed format. It can highlight what is important to learn and understand and provide a framework
for the student’s own work.

It can also enthuse students. The good lecture leaves students with not just an understanding of key theories and
applications, but also the motivation to find out more.

Students are exposed, most likely for the first time, to a professional scholar who may be a researcher at the
forefront of that aspect of the discipline. Lectures provide a traditional link between research and teaching. They
help to preserve a culture of learning in higher education in which undergraduate study is viewed as an induction
into an academic discipline — a way of viewing the world.

There are also clear benefits to the lecturer. Assuming that an academic is lecturing on a similar topic each year,
the up-front costs of preparing a set of lectures are offset by their re-usability. The lecturer can also improve on
the lecture in the light of experience of the previous year.

Lectures have additional benefits for the institution. They are seen as making an efficient use of the lecturer's
time, since they allow teaching to take place in classes with a very high student/staff ratio. This has become an
increasingly compelling incentive when pressures on institutions in terms of research output and accountability to
students and other stakeholders have grown. A greater use of lectures, or of larger lectures, perhaps supplemented
by recordings of the lectures being available to students, allows resources to be released to address these other
issues — either by reducing lecturers’ timetables or by releasing time for more small-group work, personal
tutorials or online tuition.

1.2 Inherent problems with the traditional lecture

Notwithstanding the apparent benefits detailed above, newer approaches to teaching and learning, such as
problem-based learning, are increasingly being introduced on the grounds that, even for an equivalent investment
of staff time, the learning outcomes of students are far improved.

The use of techniques that aim to generate a greater amount of student involvement is of course nothing new.
Tutorials, seminars and other variations on student-centred learning have long been used to complement lectures.
However, the justification for abandoning or reducing the number of traditional lectures on a course typically
focuses on two criticisms: that lectures are a poor medium, first for conveying information and second for
developing student understanding and engagement.

Conveying information to students

Are lectures an efficient means of conveying information to students? According to Miller (1956), the average
number of items that can be held in short-term memory is 7 (£2). Therefore, if students do not have significant
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time to process new information one of two things happens, either previous information is displaced or the new
information is lost. Lectures that proceed quickly simply do not give students sufficient time to process
information.

Similarly, the ability to concentrate for an hour or so while taking adequate notes is not something that can be
taken for granted. Indeed, listening and note taking can be mutually exclusive activities, especially for more
inexperienced students. It cannot be assumed that an hour-long lecture will result in an equivalent sum of learning
taking place within a student’s head.

This problem can be compounded by the problems of a crowded curriculum. As new theories, research findings
and policy initiatives emerge, space has to be found within the syllabus to accommodate them, and not always at
the expense of existing content. If more and more content is crammed into a series of lectures, it may encourage
the lecturer to do little else but talk from the front from start to finish. The logical consequence of such practice is
that the pace of lectures is forever quickening to ensure that the expanding syllabus is covered. A lecture could
hardly be considered successful if it 'covered' the appropriate part of the syllabus and yet students retained little of
what was said or were not guided in their private study.

Students are also more likely to remember information when it is structured in a logical fashion and if it is
demonstrably meaningful to them. This again highlights the important of context to learning. Students need to
comprehend why they are being taught what they are, and how they will subsequently be assessed on it.

Developing student understanding

To judge the 'success' of a lecture, it is important to identify its intended learning outcomes. Learning outcomes
are often specified in module or course descriptors or handbooks. However, caution should be exercised in
judging the success of a lecture against them, since these parts of the documents have often been prepared to meet
university or national quality assurance requirements, and compliance in this process by lecturing staff does not
necessarily mean that the specified learning outcomes are the most appropriate or are even the ones that the
lecturer would choose to identify.

In addition, whilst a lecture's success should be judged in terms of what students gain from it, it does not follow
that lectures which students consider successful are necessarily good lectures. Students may prefer lectures that
allow them to take notes which can be used directly in preparing for examinations or other forms of assessment.
If their objective is to maximise marks subject to a time constraint, or to minimise time commitment subject to
achieving a target mark, then this will almost certainly be the case. Similarly, a lecture might be very entertaining,
and for that reason popular with students, and yet be a poor learning medium. Students are also likely to show a
preference for the teaching format they are familiar with, as is equally the case with lecturers.

Assessment is clearly an indicator of student learning and hence of the success of lectures. But even if it were
possible to separate the contribution of lectures from other learning media to assessment performance, the
assessment itself may not capture the extent to which students have acquired and developed an understanding of
the subject matter. To gauge this, it is necessary to consider a theory of learning first developed by Marton and
Séljo (1976a, 1976b) and since elaborated by Ramsden (1992), Biggs (1987, 1993), Entwistle (1981) and
Haggis (2003). In these studies an important distinction is made between surface, strategic and deep learners.
Surface learners are characterised as focusing on memorising words, formulae and theories rather than building
relationships and connections. Surface learning is encouraged by:

— A heavy workload;
— An excessive amount of course material;

— A lack of independence;
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— Assessment methods that emphasise recall and create anxiety;
— Poor or little feedback on progress;

— A lack of interest in the subject.

Deep learners seek to relate theory to practice in a range of different contexts. They are able to organise their
impressions into a coherent whole rather a set of disassociated facts or formulae. Deep learning is encouraged by:

— Teaching methods that build on students' existing knowledge and experience;
— Active involvement by students in their learning;

— Students having choice over content and study methods;

— Long-term engagement with the subject.

Strategic learners will adopt whichever approach they believe will maximise their grades. If they believe, rightly
or wrongly, that the form of the examination rewards memorisation of disparate facts, they will adopt a surface
approach. If they believe that the examination will reward a holistic understanding of key ideas and how these
apply in different circumstances, they are more likely to adopt a deep approach.

Most students cannot be so readily pigeon-holed, displaying characteristics from two or more categories at any
one time and perhaps changing their preferences over time. Nonetheless, this theory exemplifies the potential
shortcomings of a wholly didactic model where it is assumed that what is not said is not learnt.

The purpose of this chapter is not to debate at length the merit of this model (further reading references are
provided at the end), but to establish that the intention of any economics course should be more than simply to
allow students to adopt surface-learning strategies that promote the accumulation of transient non-contextualised
knowledge.

Finally, there is the issue of the diversity of ability and prior experience of students. This is especially a problem
at level 1, where lecture groups tend to be larger, where some students are new to the subject and others have A-
level Economics and/or Maths or equivalent, and where exit routes can vary from Single Honours Economics
degrees to degrees where no further economics will be studied beyond level 1. How can a traditional lecture cope
with diversity? To which students should the lecture be pitched? What back-up support will be necessary for the
weaker students and what additional learning activities will stretch the stronger students?

2 Improving lecture practice

— 2.1 Student preparation for the lecture
— 2.2 Effective presentation

— 2.3 Activities in lectures

— 2.4 Use of breaks in lectures

— 2.5 Overcoming barriers to more active learning in lectures
2.1 Student preparation for the lecture

In some cases, it may be appropriate for students to come to a lecture 'cold', especially if it is an initial scene-
setting lecture. Generally, however, students will gain more from a lecture if they have done some preparatory
work. You could assign them reading or specific tasks. If so, you would probably have to address the question of
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incentives for students to do this work. This could amount to simple exhortation in previous lectures, or in
handbooks or online information, where the importance of the preparatory work was stressed. Alternatively, it
could be built into a more formal process of study, leading to some specific individual or group work by students.

Top Tip 1

Giving preparatory work for the lecture helps students to see the relevance of the lecture and they will
probably learn more.

Prior work could include:

— Using the Internet to provide background information. For example, if you were about to introduce the
theory of international trade, you could get students to find out about recent debates and issues, such as
trade disputes, the agenda for WTO meetings or the views of various interest groups. Such groups could
include the US administration, the European Commission, particular industries (such as farming,
aviation or steel), environmental groups, or various emerging countries’ interests (see for
example, www.oneworld.net). If you were about to look at competition policy, you could ask students
to look at the summaries of Competition and Markets Authority reports on https://www.gov.uk/cma-
cases.

- Revisiting relevant theory covered earlier. For example, in the case of trade, the students could be
required to revise production possibility curves, opportunity cost or general equilibrium theory,
depending on whether the teaching is at introductory or intermediate level. In the case of competition
policy, students could be required to revise relevant parts of the theory of the firm. The lecture could
start with a quick 'quiz' using multiple-choice questions (see below on the technology for quizzes and
tests in lectures).

— Asking students to identify a set number of issues to do with the topic. This will help them to
contextualise the material and see its relevance. These issues could be posted to a discussion board or to
a class WhatsApp group (see Enakrire, 2022), so that other students could read them. For example, as
preparation for a trade theory lecture, you could ask the students to identify recent trade disputes and the
arguments used by the various parties to justify their stance, or you could ask them to consider the
arguments for and against providing protection for a specific ailing export industry.

— Assigning reading to be completed before the lecture. This could be an introduction to theory or relevant
evidence, perhaps from a textbook or an article. A brief quiz on this could be given at the beginning of
the lecture so as to provide an incentive for the students to do the work.

In all the above cases, clear guidance will need to be given to students about what is required of them. This could
be given in student handbooks, but should probably be reinforced by having a discussion early on in the course in
seminars about the role of lectures and how students can maximise the learning benefits from them. It would also
be useful to remind students periodically in lectures about these expectations.

2.2 Effective presentation

Students are likely to learn more if a lecture is well structured and well presented. Not every lecturer has a
charismatic personality, but students can still be engaged and find the lecture an effective learning experience if
thought is given to the structure and method of presentation. This section first reviews three issues in planning the
structure of a lecture: aims and learning objectives; overview and clarity of structure; use of examples and pace.

The second half of the section examines three aspects of the method of presentation: presenting graphs and
equations; displaying material; and using videos.

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/lectures2024
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The section concludes with some observations on dealing with disruption.

Aims and learning objectives

It has become commonplace for lecturers to give the aims and learning objectives at the beginning of a lecture,
usually in the form of a PowerPoint slide, an overhead transparency (OHT) or a sheet of paper displayed on a
visualiser. One of the main drivers for this has been university ‘quality’ procedures and accountability to external
bodies, such as the QAA, and the stress placed on making intended learning outcomes transparent.

Whilst it is good practice for students to see the purpose of what is to come in the lecture and what they are
supposed to learn, beginning the lecture with a bullet list of aims and learning objectives in educational jargon
can be a 'turn-off' for students. It is important to communicate in 'student-friendly' language. For example, if the
learning objectives of a lecture include an understanding of a particular economic theory — its properties, its
assumptions, how it can be applied and what its limitations are — then state this as such, rather than in terms of,
say, the development of cognitive or analytical skills. It may also be helpful to understanding the theory by
looking at the problems and issues it can address.

The format of lecture objectives also gives students an indication of the approach to learning that is expected of
them. For example, an objective in the form ‘Movements along and shifts in the demand curve’ implies that
students are required to memorise a list of causes and how to depict these on a simple diagram. An objective
‘Analyse changes in the demand for consumer products using a market demand curve’ implies that the focus of
assessment will be on understanding examples of economic behaviour in practice. The signals communicated by
these objectives may indicate to students whether surface or deep learning is expected.

Top Tip 2

Students need to comprehend why they are being taught what they are and how they will subsequently be
assessed on it.

Overview, contextualising and clarity of structure

At the start of a lecture it is important to give students a sense of how the lecture fits into the syllabus and how it
follows on from the previous lecture. A ‘lecture map’ on, say, a PowerPoint slide or OHT can be used to outline
the structure of the lecture in terms of main topics, issues and theory. This summary can be referred to as the
lecture progresses, helping to retain and reinforce the students' grasp of the lecture's structure. This can also be
referred to at the end as part of a brief summary of what has been covered.

Top Tip 3

If you give the students a 'lecture map' on a PowerPoint slide or OHT, this can be referred to as the lecture
progresses, thereby helping student retention and reinforcing their grasp of the lecture's structure. This can
also be referred to at the end as part of a brief summary of what has been covered.

Use of examples

Brief up-to-date examples, or appropriate historical examples, can make the lecture much more interesting for
students and help them to see the relevance of theory. Careful thought should be given to the number and nature
of examples. Too many examples and the students might not be able to 'see the wood for the trees'; too few
examples and the material could appear dry and disconnected from reality.
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Examples could be very short: for example, reference to some current news item or to some real examples of
something (e.g. of actual firms when discussing market structures); or for a quantitative lecture a very brief
worked example. Students' understanding of economic concepts is likely to be much better if they can relate them
immediately to the concrete. There is an opportunity cost of using examples in terms of time not spent covering
additional material, but again, if the success of a lecture is to be judged in terms of learning outcomes, this may
be a cost well worth incurring.

Pace

Pace is crucial to the success of any lecture. It is very easy for lecturers to imagine that if something has been
said, then it has been understood and absorbed by students. Part of this mindset is the perception of students as
receptacles: ‘At the beginning of the lecture, you lift the lid on students' heads, pour in an hour's worth of
knowledge, close the lids and the students walk out an hour wiser than when they arrived’. Although we all know
that this not how students learn, we are frequently faced with the dilemma of how to ‘cover all the material’ in the
lecture. Too many lecturers, when faced with the approaching end of the lecture and still having a lot of material
to cover, talk faster and faster. The problem stems from two main sources.

The first is that courses have become tightly structured to meet the requirements of auditing and quality
assurance. For example, each lecture’s content might be laid down in the course handbook. This can remove the
flexibility of being able to vary the pace and content in response to student feedback or current events.

The second, as mentioned in section 1.2, is an increasingly crowded curriculum. Whilst we strive to keep courses
up-to-date and include new theoretical developments, policies and applications, we are reluctant to delete an
equivalent amount of old material. Take the case of a core level 2 Macro module. If we want to look at the
development of macroeconomic theory, do we include both classical and Keynesian analysis, the monetarist
critique, the rational expectations revolution, new classical theory, real business cycle theory, new Keynesian
theory, including DSGE theory, post-Keynesian analysis, models to incorporate inflation targeting, such as the
Romer model with aggregate demand considered as a function of inflation rather than the price level (the dynamic
aggregate demand and supply model) in addition to the traditional AD/AS model, the lead up to and aftermath of
the financial crisis, the reassessment of theory and policy in the light of the crisis, the importance of balance
sheets and regulatory frameworks, the experience of quantitative easing and then quantitative tightening, COVID
interventions and implications for public-sector debt and fiscal policy, and so on? In other words, do we keep
adding new developments to the existing course? Our module specifications say that in lecture x we will cover
topic y, and yet in topic y we want to include more and more each year. What is the solution?

The solution is not to speak faster and faster! Students would almost certainly end up learning less, not more.
Either you have to reduce the syllabus content so that it can be covered in sufficient depth and at an appropriate
pace within the lecture time, or you have to abandon the notion that the lecture should be used to 'cover' all the
material. If this latter is to be the solution, then you have to plan carefully how the lecture fits in with the
remaining parts of the students' learning. Is it to be used to introduce topics, or to go through the core theory, or to
give pointers or examples not available elsewhere?

Pacing is not just about covering an appropriate amount of material. You will have to decide just what you want
students to do in lectures. If you merely want students to copy down notes, it would probably be more efficient to
give them the notes as a handout, or post them on your intranet (unless a key purpose of the lecture is for students
to learn the skills of rapid note taking, in which case some specific instruction in the process would probably be a
good idea).

Presumably, you will want students to understand what you are covering, to see its relevance and to be motivated
to learn more. In that case, the pacing must take account of this. The planning and delivery of the lecture will
need to balance demands on students' writing, listening, watching and understanding. It is too easy to put up a
completed OHT, a sheet full of material on a visualiser, or a complete PowerPoint slide and then start talking
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about it straight away. What are the students to do? Are they to copy it down or concentrate on what you are
saying? If you want them to take something down, it might be best to pause while they do so, especially if it is
something they are unlikely to grasp immediately.

An important part of pacing is recognising the attention span of students. This tends to drop off quickly after 20
minutes, unless the students are particularly excited or fascinated by what you have to say (see Bligh, 1998). Part
of the solution lies in varying the pace through examples or anecdotes when attention is likely to flag. You could
vary the use of visual materials, so that sometimes the students would be concentrating on them and at other times
on you; sometimes copying things down and at others just listening or composing their own notes. The key is to
inject light and shade: to vary the tempo, the nature of the material and what is required of students.

Alternatively you could move away from the lecture being solely a talk and engage the students in various
activities. Some suggestions are given in section 2.3.

Presenting graphs and equations

If you are using PowerPoint slides, an overhead projector or a visualiser, an effective way of presenting graphical
or mathematical material is to give the students a half-complete diagram or proof, which students complete in the
lecture. For example, if you were presenting a model which shows an initial equilibrium position and then the
effects of a shift in one or more curves, you could give the students the initial position on a handout (with or
without the equilibrium marked) and ask students to complete the diagram. This is particularly useful for complex
diagrams, such as general equilibrium diagrams. Not only does it save time by avoiding the need for students to
copy down the initial part of the diagram, but it also ensures that students can focus on the key points you are
making. It is also likely to mean that the finished diagram that the students are drawing is accurate.

This approach allows learning to be an active, yet efficient, experience. Learning is likely to be more active if you
ask the students to complete the diagram or proof first and then you go through it. But even asking students to
copy down the additional material is likely to make learning more active and effective than students rushing to
copy a complete model. If they are copying the key parts (e.g. the effects of a shift in a curve), they have more
time to reflect on what is happening in the model.

Resources provided in this way may cause problems in terms of cost and/or equal opportunities. Can your
department afford to make copies free to students? If you make them available electronically, what will you do
about students with no personal access to a PC or a printer, or who simply forget to print them off beforehand or
cannot be bothered? Is it acceptable to sell these materials to students? One solution adopted by several
departments is to produce detailed course handbooks with lecture outlines. These outlines could contain the
partially complete diagrams and proofs. The handbooks could be sold to the students at cost, with all students
expected to purchase them. However, this practice incurs up-front cost in preparation time, and reduced scope to
amend the teaching programme in response to student feedback.

Displaying material

Whether using the whiteboard/blackboard, a visualiser, OHTs or PowerPoint slides, it is important to give careful
thought to what you want the students to do. In lieu of any other guidance, students will assume that you intend
the displayed material to be copied down. If used well, visual materials can considerably improve learning by
providing a clear structure for the lecture. If the structure remains on the screen, or is referred back to at the start
of each new section, students will find it easier to see how the various parts of the lecture are related, even if their
attention wanders for a period of time. Similarly, if students lose the thread of an argument, they will be able to
pick up the thread from a ‘lecture map’ presented on a slide or board.

But how much material should you display? If you display a lot, students will spend a relatively large proportion
of the lecture simply copying things down. Is this an efficient use of their time? Would it be better to give them a
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handout or post the material on the intranet or Y.LLE (such as Blackboard or Moodle)? If you do want them to copy
things down, then you must allow enough time for them to do this.

An advantage of using a board is that your writing speed imposes a natural brake on the rate at which students
have to process new information. However, if you are talking while you are writing, unless you have a lapel
microphone, students will have great difficulty in listening to what you say, copying what you write, and adding
notes on what you are saying. Also, some students may find difficulty in reading your handwriting, or in hearing
what you say if your back is turned while you are writing. To some extent this can be overcome by writing on a
sheet displayed on a visualiser, but students may still struggle with some lecturers’ handwriting.

If you use PowerPoint slides or OHTs, the problem of note taking can be worse, as the slides are already
complete. Too often, lecturers display a slide and then start talking about it straight away (see the section on pace
above). What is the student to do: copy the slide or take down your comments? For experienced lecturers, this
may sound obvious, but it is easy for all of us to fall into the trap of expecting students at one and the same time
to copy a slide and to listen to our commentary on a slide and annotate their copy of it accordingly.

One solution to the time constraint is to give students your lecture slides in advance, whether in hard copy, or as a
Word, PowerPoint or other file. If the slides are merely headings, the students can then make their lecture notes
under them. Or you could use a two-column format, with your outline and/or diagrams on the left, leaving the
right-hand column empty for student notes.

Top Tip 4

Whatever media you use, it is important not to display too much material and to give students time to take
things down.

If you are using PowerPoint, you can animate your slides so that bullets or paragraphs or stages in a mathematical
demonstration appear one at a time. Similarly you can animate graphs by having lines appear one at a time. They
can easily be made to shift in the required direction. A little playing around with the 'Slide show', 'Custom
animation' feature can enable you to display diagrams in an interesting and effective way.

Increasingly, textbook publishers provide OHTs and/or PowerPoint files of lecture outlines. While these can save
you time in preparation, there is the danger that they can make the lecture too 'pre-programmed' in a way that
does not necessarily match your style of delivery or the content you wish to cover. In this respect, PowerPoint
files are clearly much more flexible than OHTs, since you can customise them to suit your particular lectures.

If you do use the animation features of PowerPoint, be careful not to make them too ‘whizzy’. The animation
should be designed to help understanding, by, for example, showing the direction of a shift, and not distract the
students from the model’s properties and the points being made.

It is also important, especially in diagrams, to make a consistent use of colour. For example, original lines could
be in one colour, initially shifted lines in a second colour and further shifted lines in a third colour. Alternatively,
one type of line (e.g. revenue curves) could in in one colour and another type (e.g. cost curves) in another colour,
and so on. Shifted lines would be in a lighter or darker version of the original colour. Either scheme, if
consistently applied, makes it much easier for students to understand what is going on in a diagram.

Use of videos during lectures

Many lecture theatres permit the playing of video files from a USB drive or streaming video clips through the
lectern PC or laptop and data projector. Videos, if used with discretion, can add substantially to the impact of a
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lecture.

Two important questions to consider in using videos are ‘What length of clip should I use?’ and ‘What are the
best sources of video material?’ If the video is being used to illustrate a point, it is best to keep the clip to no more
than five minutes. This change of media and pace can aid students’ concentration and help them to see the
relevance of points you are making. Even with a short video clip, the relevance of the clip may not be obvious to
all students. You may well need to introduce the clip so as to prime students about what you want them to gain
from it.

Top Tip 5

Video clips, if used carefully, can considerably enhance student learning by helping to contextualise material
through the provision of examples. By providing interest and variety in a lecture, they can increase student
motivation and interest.

Sometimes you may wish to show a longer extract. For example, you may wish to use the video as a case study.
There is a potential problem here. With the exception of videos made for educational purposes, the pace and
structure of the video may make it difficult for the student to make notes. If this is the case, you might find it
useful to display some bullet points on an OHP while the video is playing. These could help to make the structure
of the video more transparent.

One of the most effective uses of video is to give a topical illustration of a point or to set the scene with
something in the news. Probably the best sources here are news magazine programmes, such as Newsnight on
BBC2 and Channel 4 News. Other broadcast sources include Panorama and The Money Programme.
Alternatively, you could stream clips from news sites, whether from broadcasters’ sites or from newspaper sites.
The Financial Times has a range of free streamable economics videos which are suitable for use in lectures.

Most universities hold an ERA (Educational Recording Agency) Licence. This allows free use of TV material for
educational purposes. The licence permits you or any other university employee to record programmes off air at
home or at the university, to make multiple copies (e.g. for depositing in the library) and to compile extracts. You
can edit, but not adapt the recordings. You can show all or part of a programme, so long as it is for educational
purposes. The recording should be labelled, 'This recording is to be used only for educational purposes'. Open
University recordings require a separate licence. There is no licensing scheme to cover cable or satellite
broadcasts and you are free to copy and show these. It is advisable to check with your university the precise
nature of what you can and cannot show.

Dealing with disruption

Hopefully, you will not experience this. If you do, you need first to be aware of why the disruption is occurring. It
is likely to stem from lack of student involvement and boredom. While it would be nice to think that you are so
charismatic that this could never occur, the solution lies not so much in how good a performer you are, but rather
in what the students themselves are being required to do in the lecture.

If they are merely being required to listen for an hour, they are very likely to get bored unless you are a superb
entertainer. To keep students engaged, try the following (several of which are examined in more detail below):

— ensuring that they have a clear understanding of the structure of the lecture and its relevance to the rest
of the module;

— changing the pace;
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— giving students various activities (such as short questions to test their understanding);
— making it possible for them to take notes by not going too fast;

- making careful use of visual aids;

— illustrating points with examples;

— using video or audio clips (see above);

— giving them one or two short breaks.

Sometimes, students studying economics are doing so reluctantly, either because they had no choice (e.g. they are
studying an economics module as a compulsory module on a non-economics degree) or because the subject has
turned out to be different from what they had expected. The solution here is to focus on the relevance of the
subject to their degree and more generally to important social issues. If they can see that economics grapples with
real-world problems, and if what you are doing with them helps them to gain a better understanding of these
problems and possible solutions to them, they are likely to be much more sympathetically disposed to studying
the subject.

If, despite the above, students are disruptive (by talking, leaving the lecture, coming in late, etc.), then deal with it
directly. If you ignore it, it will probably get worse. First try talking to the whole lecture group about your
expectations of them and why 'good behaviour' is vital. Then, on any subsequent occasion when disruption
occurs, address the culprits directly and, if necessary, ask them to leave.

2.3 Activities in lectures

An hour (or even 50 minutes) is a long time to listen and concentrate. As we have seen, concentration and
retention rapidly diminish after 20 minutes. Not only should student learning be as active as possible, but also it
should be efficient. Ideally, a student should be able to:

— Identify main points;

- Distinguish the important from the diversion;

— Identify when the same point is being presented in different ways;

— Perceive connections (e.g. between one theory or part of a theory and another);

— Relate examples to concepts and theories;

— Relate evidence to propositions.

These can all be aided by a careful use of activities in lectures and this section examines different types of activity
that could be used. The inclusion of activities comes at the expense of time the lecturer would otherwise spend in
talking to the students. The case for using activities is that the breadth and depth of students’ understanding is
increased even though the sheer quantity of information covered by the lecturer is reduced.

Top Tip 6

The more active the participation of students, the longer and better will they be able to concentrate.
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Tests/quizzes

One of the most effective ways of making learning a more active process and helping students to check on their
understanding and learn from their mistakes is to give them questions. The simplest forms include multiple-
choice, true/false, listing examples or advantages/disadvantages, or doing a calculation. The questions can be
displayed on a PowerPoint slide, an OHT or on a piece of paper using a visualiser, although, as Case Study 1
illustrates, there are more sophisticated ways of doing this, for example by using an audience response system
(clickers or smart devices).

The questions could be at the beginning of a topic. For example, if you were about to look at monopoly, you
could give the students a list of companies and ask them to identify which are monopolies. Having done this, you
could then look at the difficulties of identification, when the boundaries of an industry are 'fuzzy'; the importance
of market power; the measurement of market power; types of barriers to entry, etc. In each case you could use the
examples from the quiz. Students would then grasp the theoretical points you were making, having first
considered some examples, and be able to relate your arguments to them.

Alternatively, the questions could be given at the end of a section. This could then test students' understanding. If
you then asked for responses (e.g. hands up those who answered A...), this would give an indication of how well
key points had been understood. Again, as Case Study 1 shows, a good way of doing this is to use an audience
response system. You might also ask students to write down their answers and pass them to their neighbour to
mark. When students see what their neighbour has written they can learn from each other as well as from the
lecturer, especially if they are asked to spend a couple of minutes justifying their answer to their neighbour.

Top Tip 7

The use of multiple-choice or other simple response questions — two or three times per lecture — can help
to provide a break in pace, an opportunity for reflection and reinforcement, and a check on students'
understanding.

Worksheet or material on the screen or board

An alternative to short questions is to give the students a problem or some data to consider. This could be on
paper, with the students picking up a worksheet at the beginning of the lecture, or it could be displayed on the
screen or board. It is normally a good idea for students to attempt such questions in pairs as they can learn from
each other. It also makes the exercise more fun. You can then go through the question from the front.

You might also ask students to read a passage that you hand out and then to answer one or two questions on it.
The passage could be from a newspaper, book, journal or magazine. It is probably best to make the questions
relatively closed. For example, if the lecture focuses on exchange rates, you could give them a brief news article
reporting changes in exchange rates between two or more currencies and then ask them to identify possible causes
of these changes. More open-ended questions are normally best considered in seminars, where students have the
opportunity to discuss their answers with the group.

Completing diagrams or proofs

Copying down mathematical arguments or diagrams can be a fairly mindless exercise. Giving students a partially
complete proof or diagram and then asking them to fill in the extra material can help (as argued above), since the
student has time to reflect and to focus on the key points you are attempting to convey. For example, if you were
looking at income and substitution effects using indifference analysis, you could present the students with a
diagram which included the indifference map and the initial budget line, and then ask them to draw the new
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budget line and the income and substitution effects. Presenting the students with the diagrams in this way would
allow you to ensure that they could clearly distinguish between normal, inferior and Giffen goods.

You can make this process more active by stopping part way through presenting a model and getting students to
fill in the next step. They can do this individually or discuss it with their neighbour. Alternatively, you can test
their understanding at a particular point by asking them which way a particular curve shifts if you change a
particular variable, or getting them to repeat a particular mathematical step using different numbers.

Making lists

These can be useful for getting students to think expansively or to think about policy or other implications. For
example, you could ask them to identify a list of possible determinants of a shift in a curve or a list of advantages
and disadvantages of a particular policy. They could do this individually or with their neighbour; or they could
start by doing it individually and then compare their list with their neighbour's or get their neighbour to mark
them against a list that you supply.

The hybrid between a lecture and workshop

You might restrict the formal lecture on a topic to 20 minutes and then set students some work to do, either
through a worksheet or questions on the screen. The questions could be in the form of calculations or data
response, preferably of the closed variety. You could go through the questions at the end or post the answers on
your VLE or intranet. This practice is illustrated in Case Study 2.

Alternatively, you might give students a set of questions on a case study or an article. The formal lecture might be
presented as a follow-up to the questions or it might be used to introduce the key ideas that will be investigated
further through the questions. Either way, it is important for you to integrate the case study or article carefully
with the lecture to ensure that students are getting the best from both parts.

Top Tip 8

Think about using some of the timetabled lecture slots for workshop activities. These could be for part or all
of the timetabled slot. You might say less, but student learning could significantly increase.

2.4 Use of breaks in lectures

Given the decline in student attention after some 15 to 20 minutes, it makes sense to give students a break during
the lecture. When the lecture resumes, attention is likely to be restored to its original or near original level. This
does, of course, require you to avoid the temptation to fill the lecture time with you talking, under the mistaken
belief that the more you succeed in saying, the more students will be receiving and learning.

If you do opt to give students one or more short breaks, there are several things that you can ask students to do
with this time. Some are related to the lecture; some are not.

Breaks related to the lecture

You can ask the students to use the break to reflect on what they have learned so far in the lecture. A good way of
using this ‘pause for reflection’ is to get them to look through the notes they have taken and ‘revise’ what you
have covered in the first part of the lecture. They could also ‘tidy up’ their notes. One way in which they could do
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this is to re-work the material into a ‘Mind-Map’ diagram (Buzan and Buzan, 1994). If this lecture follows on
from a previous one, you could also ask them to check that their notes follow on from the previous lecture.

An alternative is for students to exchange notes with their neighbour and for the neighbour to comment on them.
This both provides useful feedback to each student on the notes they have made and also helps students to learn
from their neighbour’s notes. The process should help to clarify understanding and to identify gaps.

Top Tip 9

You could ask students to compare and discuss notes with their neighbour. Students will benefit from giving
as well receiving feedback.

Breaks unrelated to the lecture

The simplest form of break is to give the students a few minutes just to stop and have a bit of quiet time or to chat
to their neighbour — or check their messages! If the room lends itself, you could let them move around. Such
breaks can get noisy and so it is important to set ‘rules’ that allow you to end the break quickly so that the lecture
can resume. A bit of theatre here, such as using an old-fashioned hand bell, or playing the 30-second ‘Count
Down’ music, could be used to end the break efficiently.

An alternative to the ‘pure’ break is to provide some form of entertainment. Many lecturers may feel
uncomfortable about this, but it can prove very popular with students and the complete change can be very
effective in helping to restore concentration. For example you might show an entertaining video clip or read a
diverting and interesting text. The video clip could be a cartoon or a comedy sketch, or anything that you feel the
students might like (within reason). You could even serialise a programme over several lectures.

Alternatively, you could show an economics item from the week’s news, which, even if unrelated to the lecture,
can reinforce the relevance of economics to current issues. This can be very useful at level 1 for students who will
not study the subject again, or who might be persuaded to do so if their interest can be sufficiently aroused.

You might choose some text from a news extract or even a poem. You could even arrange with a colleague to
come into your lecture to read something (a ‘favour’ you could reciprocate). You could assign students in rota to
bring something to read out — although you may have to vet their contribution in advance!

You could discuss with colleagues various creative things you could do in a break.

Top Tip 10

A short 'entertainment' break is likely to prove popular with students and thereby improve motivation. The
break would improve concentration afterwards. If students end up learning more, it could be time well spent.

2.5 Overcoming barriers to more active learning in lectures

Section 2 has presented a number of alternatives to traditional practice in economics lectures. Whilst these
approaches are becoming increasingly common in practice, there are various barriers which restrict their
adoption:
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— Preparation time: preparing materials, such as PowerPoint slides with integrated questions, questions in
other formats, worksheets or handouts, rewriting lecture notes, etc.;

— Other time costs: maintaining a virtual learning environment (VLE), answering student questions in an
online environment, the time taken to gain and evaluate student feedback;

- Risks: students may react adversely to being challenged (at least initially); the new methods may not be
successful in terms of learning outcomes as hoped; you may feel uncomfortable in a new lecturing
environment;

— Reactions of colleagues: if you take a ‘radical’ approach to lectures, and the students like it, there could
be an adverse reaction from more conservative colleagues; there may be a departmental expectation of
what a lecture should be and this may be a very traditional didactic model of ‘covering material’;

— Financial considerations: the use of technology (such as an audience response system or aspects of a
VLE) may require hardware, software and technical support, all of which may be blocked for financial
reasons.

Given the above, it is often easier to introduce change iteratively. Try some small activity in a lecture that takes
no more than a few minutes, or try introducing a break for a couple of minutes. See how successful it is. Then
build on it or adapt it.

Try revisiting your learning objectives and asking whether the lecture really addresses them. Revisit how the
seminars build on the lecture material. Consider whether you are making the best use of the materials you make
available to students. Do they contain too much or too little material? Should they be made available before or
after the lecture?

Consider how you present information, for example on PowerPoint slides. Do you want students to copy them
down? Why? Are you giving them long enough? What work do you expect your students to have done before the
lecture? Should you assign specific preparatory activities?

This is not to say that you should not introduce radical change, but a progressive approach is probably safer, less
costly and more practical. Try limiting changes initially to things that do not take up more time. Once you have
learned how to manage the new processes efficiently, they may save you time. For example, students may use
more forms of self-help and rely less on coming to see you, or you may be able to rely more on FAQs on a
discussion board. This could then allow you to devote more time to other forms of student support or to
developing materials.

3 Building on lectures and student support

What do you expect your students to do to build on the lecture? What support do you offer them and how can this
be provided in a cost-effective way?

— 3.1 Work for seminars and tutorials

— 3.2 Online materials and online teaching

— 3.3 Use of interactive facilities in VLEs

— 3.4 Assigned work
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3.1 Work for seminars and tutorials

Typically, lectures are directly related to seminars or tutorials and it is worth stressing the importance of carefully
integrating the two. You will need to address the following questions.

— How much time do you want students to spend on follow-up private study after the lecture before
coming to the seminar? This should be made clear to students, so that they can maximise the benefits
from the seminar. It is unwise to assume that students will know what is expected of them.

— Do you want to refer back to material or activities in previous seminars? If you do, this is likely to give
students a greater understanding of how the course is structured.

— Do the seminar questions directly relate to the material covered in the lecture? Here you will need to
decide whether the lecture material needs reinforcing through seminar questions or whether the seminar
could be used for follow-up work, such as examining policy implications. For example, a seminar
following a lecture on fiscal policy could involve students preparing a Budget based on information
provided to them beforehand or examining the details of a particular Budget.

— If you are going to use various short activities in lectures including diagram and table manipulation,
completing proofs, etc., or if you are going to use some lecture slots for workshops (see Case Study 2
below), does this enable you to do more creative things in seminars? For example, you could reduce the
amount of 'drilling' in seminars (such as going through numerical exercises) and increase the amount of
debate on policy issues (see chapter on small group teaching).

— Do you use some of the time in seminars to allow students to ask about points they did not understand in
the lectures? Do you actively encourage them to do this? If so, are there any other ways of achieving the
same objectives that you might consider using, such as discussion boards to which you reply or student
self-support groups (see archived chapter on VLEs)? These alternatives could release seminar time for
other activities and prevent them becoming in part a repeat of the lecture.

It is impossible to give answers to these questions that are appropriate to all circumstances. For example, the most
appropriate answer will depend on the nature of the learning objectives and the type of work students are
expected to undertake outside of lectures and seminars. However, it is important to stress the need to integrate the
lectures and seminars and to use each to complement the other.

Top Tip 11

Think carefully about the connection between lectures, workshops and seminars and how student learning
can be best achieved through the allocation of material and activities between them.

3.2 Online materials and online teaching

Posting materials, such as lecture notes and copies of PowerPoint slides, has become commonplace. These could
be within a virtual learning environment (VLE) or on the course website, intranet or shared drive. If learning in
lectures is to be an active experience for students, you will need to have a clear strategy for the use of these
materials. If they are too detailed and follow the lecture very closely, they could be seen as a substitute for the
lecture by the student. You may well want them to be so, thereby giving students greater flexibility in their modes
of study. In this case, however, you will need to address the issue of students merely downloading the materials
and not actually using them, but being lulled into a false sense of security that they can use them ‘later’. They
might intend to study them but procrastination is commonplace with students.
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Online materials can support student learning more effectively if they are integrated with the seminar programme
and related to assessment. If your course is in a VLE, you can use its features to organise the materials within the
scheduled programme and, if you choose, make them available for only a specific period of time. This can
provide an incentive for students to access the materials shortly after the lecture.

More creative use of online materials as a follow-up to lectures would include interactive ‘study guide’ questions.
For example, if you were covering a particular model in the lecture, you could set a series of questions online for
students to test, consolidate and deepen their understanding of the model. These questions could be multiple
choice, problems or manipulating graphs. You could choose whether to make the answers available online.
Question sets are readily available, whether through the Economics Network question bank, the Economics
Network links to resources section or from textbook publishers’ sites or electronic resources.

If you are using online study guides, you will need to decide what incentives there will be for students to use
them. How closely will you link them to assessment? Will you encourage students to work in small groups and
what are the incentive mechanisms for encouraging them to do so?

Lecture capture

Many lecture theatres nowadays are equipped with the facility for recording the lecture. The simplest form is a
recording where the audio is what you say and the visual is whatever is presented on the screen, perhaps just from
the lectern or your laptop computer, but perhaps also from a visualiser or interactive whiteboard. Another form is
similar to this but with the addition of a ‘talking head’ of you, which appears in a small panel on the screen when
the students play it back. When no PowerPoint or other image is displayed on the screen it can be set up so that
just the image of you appears in full screen.

More sophisticated forms have split screens, with the video of the lecture in one panel, lecture slides in another
and a rolling transcript of what you say in another, with your voice automatically captured and converted to text.
Software such as Panopto® or Echo360® can do this.

Students can access the recording through the module VLE or intranet and play it back in their own time.
Normally you can choose when to make the recording available. You might make it permanently available — at
least until the end of any resits — or you might prefer to make it available for just a short time after the lecture to
encourage students not to get behind.

During the pandemic, when students were allowed to return to campus but social distancing was in place, many
universities had to restrict the number of students attending each lecture and did not have the lecture theatres
and/or staff to provide space for all students to attend. Lecture capture was the main way in which this problem
was overcome. This led to a large increase in its use and in many universities this continued when social
distancing ended.

The advantage of lecture capture is that students can revisit the lecture as many times as they like until they feel
they have fully understood it and/or have a comprehensive set of notes. At any one viewing, they can stop, start

and replay according to their study needs. It is also a safety net for students who have missed the lecture, say for
reasons of illness. What is more, it allows students to concentrate on understanding during the lecture and not to
worry too much about noting everything down.

A possible disadvantage is that lecture attendance will fall as students know that they can always access the
lecture online. Some of these students may well procrastinate, intending to watch the video but not actually
getting round to doing it before the next one, and so on. Where lecture capture has been used, however, most
lecturers report that attendance has not fallen, but rather that students see the live lecture and the recording as
complements, not substitutes.
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The handbook chapters, The Use of Media and Technology in the Classroom (section 2) and Creative uses of in-
class technology (section 2.1) look at lecture capture in more detail.

Online lectures delivered remotely

During COVID lockdowns, universities were forced to deliver classes online. As far as lectures were concerned,
these could be either synchronous (students watching them in real time as the lecturer delivered them),
asynchronous (students watching a pre-recorded lecture in their own time) or both, with lectures delivered in real
time being recorded and thus also available to see later.

When lecturers were required to record their lectures rather than simply delivering them to camera in real time,
many reported the process as being stressful. It was common to feel the pressure to make the lectures studio
‘perfect’, resulting in more than one ‘take’, thereby making the process time-consuming. Also, many lecturers
have felt the pressure to include various ‘bells and whistles’, such as including external video clips and making
creative uses of PowerPoint and graphics. Again, this is time consuming and potentially stressful, especially when
more tech-savvy colleagues may produce slick recordings. There needs to be departmental support for making
recordings at home or in a lecturer’s office, and minimum (and possibly maximum) expectations need to be set.

Whilst it was necessary to replace in-person lectures for online ones during the pandemic, most universities and
lecturers saw in-person lectures as preferable and were quick to revert to on-campus provision as soon as
lockdowns ended or social distancing requirements were relaxed. Nevertheless, as we saw above, many
universities have used lecture capture in the hope that the benefits of both forms of delivery can be harnessed.

The use of pre-recorded online lectures has also continued post-pandemic in many institutions, particularly when
a university’s degrees are made available not only on the domestic campus but also abroad.

Use of online real-time chat

Some lecturers using synchronous online lectures have enabled the live chat feature, allowing students to ask
questions (see Galloway et al., 2022, Broadbent and Lodge, 2021 and Robson, 2022). This has the advantage
of encouraging a degree of student interaction within the lecture and alerting other students to questions and
issues. Students are likely to feel more comfortable asking questions in the chat than out loud in an in-person
lecture. They are also able to respond to other students. It is also possible to use online chat using various
platforms in an in-person lecture, with students using their smart devices.

Advantages to students of using live chat include: ability to post anonymously, which encourages shy students to
ask questions; getting instant or near instant feedback; helping students to engage with the lecture; learning from
other students’ questions and answers given to them; lecturers also responding by giving additional explanations
or examples or by changing pace.

The chat, however, can be a distraction to students, who may turn their attention away from the lecture and to the
chat. It can also be difficult for lecturers to monitor the chat while lecturing. Some universities have overcome
this latter problem by employing a graduate teaching assistant to monitor the chat and answer questions.

One variant is to take breaks in the lecture and to enable the chat feature during such breaks, with the lecturer
selecting one or two questions to answer at the end of each break. Another variant is for the lecturer to answer
questions from the chat after the lecture. This does not have to be immediately, but preferably very soon after.
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Flipping the lecture

The practice of ‘flipping the classroom’ has developed in many universities and colleges, especially in the USA
(see Becker and Birdi, 2018). In the context of lectures, the flipped classroom is where the lecture is recorded in
a studio or empty classroom, or in the lecturer’s office or home, and the students access it, normally via the
module’s VLE, and watch it in their own time. Alternatively, the lecturer may select online material for the
students to watch or read, which may be in the form of podcasts of lectures in the public domain. Or it could be a
mix of the two. In addition, there may be specific passages that students have to read before coming to the live
class.

Having watched the material, students then come to class (which might be in the full-sized lecture group) and
have an interactive session. This can involve exercises, problem solving, case study work, role playing, etc. The
session may be in the form of a workshop (see case study 2) where students work individually or in pairs; this is
more suited to a traditional fixed-seating lecture theatre. Alternatively, it could involve small-group work if the
room has loose chairs and the students can move around.

Alternatively, the in-class session may be a hybrid session, with short summaries of material by the lecturer and
then exercises based on each chunk of material. To make sure that learning was an active process, the ratio of
workshop activity to summaries by the lecturer should be high.

Flipping has proved particularly suitable for many US courses, where often there are solely large classes rather
than separate lectures and seminars. This allows work done in class to be more interactive and for deeper learning
to take place. In the UK system, however, it has proved less popular, given that interactive learning can take place
in seminars/workshops, if appropriately designed (see the handbook chapter on Seminars), especially if the
lectures themselves also contain interactive elements.

Nevertheless, the advent of facilities to record lectures and to integrate external materials within them does give
universities greater flexibility in allocating both staff time and rooms. One way in which flipping could take place
would be for all the lecture materials to be pre-recorded and for the ‘lecture’ sessions to be used solely for
workshops on more technical issues and for the seminars to concentrate more on debate and policy issues. The
recorded lecture could be in the form of several short videos of a few minutes each with the total length being
variable to suit the material. Short videos make the material more accessible to students, especially if the topics
are theoretical and/or complex. It also makes it easier for students to replay and take notes.

During the pandemic, many universities required lecturers to record their lectures (as single videos or several
short ones), with the flipped classroom taking place on line in the form of a webinar after students had seen the
lecture. The question then was for universities/departments/individual lecturers to decide whether the recorded
lecture should be made available only within a narrow window before the flipped online classroom.

Recording of lectures in the studio/office/empty classroom is particularly suitable for courses which use problem-
based learning. This is examined in the handbook chapter on Problem-Based Learning.

Recording bespoke short videos for use in a flipped learning environment can impose quite high fixed costs on
lecturers, especially if the recorded lectures make creative use of technology and use clips from other sources.
Clearly, the greater the number of years that the material will be used, the more these costs are spread (see
Stankov, 2023). Re-recoding the clips in subsequent years, to improve your delivery, to refine the arguments or to
add new material or updated information is likely to be less costly than doing the original recording. For some
lecturers, this may simply mean refining recordings made during the pandemic when campuses were closed.

One issue is the disincentive for lecturers to move modules — such moves would involve the (high) fixed costs of
making a new set of recordings and most lecturers would not want to use the recordings made by the previous
lecturer on the module. Even if lecturers continue teaching the same modules, there is the danger that there will
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be a reluctance to record new video material to improve presentation, reflect developments in the discipline or

give current examples/applications.

A danger with the flipped-classroom approach is that students may not watch the videos. Even if they intend to
watch them, present bias may lead to procrastination, so that they come to the in-class session unprepared or
simply choose not to come (see Sadeh, 2023). Summaries by the lecturer in the in-class session may help, as may
working together with one or more other students.

The combination of online lectures and face-to-face classes is known as the ‘hybrid-flexibility (hy-flex) model’.
Finding the optimum balance of online materials and face-to-face classes depends on what is done in class and
how the various sessions meet specific learning objectives (see Stankov, 2023). Departmental discussions on how
to optimise the combination of class types, and making it clear to students how the various session types benefit
their learning and what the expectations are on students, can help to ensure the best use of a hy-flex model.

The following is an example of a hy-flex model which flips the classroom, based on Stankov, 2023.

The basics (online)
1 hour

The live ‘lecture’
1 hour

The seminar
1 hour

Definition: A collection of two
elements:

1. short, focused curriculum
units (3-7 units, 7-15 minutes
each)

2. activities centred around the
low-level cognitive learning
outcomes for the unit (e.g.
remember, understand)

Definition: A standard set of
activities designed to:

— Briefly recollect the main points
from the previous hour;

— Solve problem sets;

— Apply concepts to real-life
events;

— Discuss press articles using
concepts developed in previous
hour;

— Try forging teamwork within
groups.

Definition: A student/student and
student/teacher interaction session
designed to develop teamworking
skills and higher-level cognitive
abilities.

Provides a platform for discourse,
not just answers to questions. For
example:

— Why was this part of the reading
confusing?

— What made this problem
difficult?

Top Tip 12

Think about the optimum allocation and scheduling of learning between out-of-class and in-class activities

for achieving the best learning outcomes.

3.3 Use of interactive facilities in VLEs

The use of VLEs is discussed more fully in a specific chapter, now archived. This section provides a brief
overview of possible links between lectures and a VLE.

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/lectures2024

21/31


https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/vle/

16/09/2024, 16:31 Lectures in Economics
Discussion boards

One useful mechanism for encouraging students to make full use of their learning in lectures is to set up a
discussion board. This is easy to do in a VLE. Alternatively, you could set up a Facebook page or WhatsApp
group specifically for your module. But even a conventional email list can serve the purpose. You can post
questions on the lecture that follow on directly from its content and students would be expected to respond. For
example, if the lecture were examining market failures, the discussion could be based on particular examples of
market failure and possible policy solutions. You can ‘require’ students to make a set minimum number of
contributions. You can log their contributions and decide on an appropriate encouragement or ‘penalty’ for
students who do not contribute.

If you do set up a discussion board, Facebook page or WhatsApp group, you will have to decide what students
can expect of you. If you merely ‘pump prime’ it and then expect students to make all the contributions, it can be
relatively undemanding in terms of your time. If used in this way, it can be a very useful mechanism for
promoting a culture of mutual self-help. It is important that students clearly understand what use they are
expected to make of the medium and what your role is.

Chat rooms as virtual seminars

As an alternative or addition to using a discussion board, you could set up a chat room in a VLE. This is different
from the use of real-time chat in lectures that was discussed above.

Students could log on at a particular time and you could choose whether or not to lead it, merely start it off or not
be present at all. The virtual session could last for a set length of time or could be open ended. The advantage of
the former is that it requires a clear commitment of time by the student and is seen as something structured. The
open-ended session has the advantage that it can continue as long as it is valuable to the remaining students.

Either way, the chat room can be used as a discussion session on the lecture, whose purpose is to help students
sort out problems they may have. These may be simple questions of clarification, or they may be issues of
contextualisation or application. Alternatively, you could start the session by giving some follow-up material from
the lecture — an example, case study or problem — and posing the students some questions based on it. This makes
the session more like a seminar.

To get the students used to using the chat room facility and to the protocols for ‘synchronous’ debate, it is a good
idea to hold the first of these sessions in a classroom with students using their own devices, or in a computer lab.
You would be present to answer questions about how to use the facility and to ensure that people are contributing.
Thereafter, students can take part in the session from any computer/device with Internet access.

It is important to recognise an important limitation of chat rooms: they have poor graphical and algebraic
facilities. This makes them unsuitable for technical discussions. They can be excellent, however, for exploring
policy implications and for examining issues where there is scope for differences in opinion. They can also
provide a medium in which shy students can feel comfortable in contributing, especially if you allow them to use
an alias, with their true identity known only to you.

If one of these virtual sessions is held after each lecture (in addition to normal face-to-face seminars), it can
significantly deepen students’ learning from the lecture and make them feel that they have an opportunity to
contribute.

If you have time, you can post edited ‘highlights’ from the chat room session. Failing this, you can simply leave
the contributions on the site for students to revisit in their own time.
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For a more general discussion of virtual sessions as seminars and how they can be used, see the case study, Use of
Virtual Seminars in Economic Principles, on the Economics Network site.

Follow-up questions by students

You could encourage students to contact you if they have queries about the lecture. If you do not want to answer
the same question over and over again, then you could again use a discussion board, Facebook page or WhatsApp
group with a ‘frequently asked questions’ (FAQ) section. Once you have answered a question and posted the
answer, then you will not answer the same question again, even if asked by a different student. The students
would be expected to consult the FAQ section to check that any question they ask you has not already been
answered. This can save you a lot of time and is very useful for encouraging a culture of self-help in learning,
rather than students simply expecting ‘to be told’. An FAQ section could be substituted for half of your office
hours and you could dedicate the released time to answering the online questions.

Top Tip 13

Encourage students to answer questions posed by other students after the lecture on a discussion board. You
need only intervene if the students were not working their way to the 'right' answers. This is a mechanism
for encouraging self-help.

3.4 Assigned work

Assigned work: private study

Rather than merely expecting students to follow-up the lecture by reading or working through questions, you
could assign them work to do. If you are not assessing this assigned work, whether summatively or purely
formatively, you will need to provide incentives to encourage students to complete this work.

You could emphasise the intrinsic benefits of the work in helping them to improve their understanding and,
thereby, their final grade. You might also emphasise the development of subject-specific and generic skills that
will be of benefit to them later in their studies or in their career. The use of logbooks or a system of personal
development plans/portfolios (PDPs) would help to encourage this more holistic and reflective approach.

The assigned work could help students to prepare for the next lecture. For example, if in the next lecture you are
going to develop a theory that you have introduced, you could set students a couple of case studies that put the
theory into an applied context or set a couple of problems that require the students to use the theory. For example,
if you have been looking at Keynesian goods market analysis, or IS/LM or IS/MP analysis, and were planning to
look at fiscal policy in the next lecture, you could get the students to study particular features of the last Budget
and how they relate to projections made in the government's Budget document. This type of work can help
students to see how the lectures are linked.

It is useful to pose one or two questions at the beginning of the next lecture to evaluate this work. These could be
in the form of multiple-choice questions, e.g. on a PowerPoint slide. A show of hands would be a simple way of
checking how well the students had answered them. An audience response system is a more sophisticated
approach (see Case Study 1 below).

Assessed work: formative and summative

There are several ways in which lectures can be linked to assessment.
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First, students’ understanding of the material may be tested directly. A seminar shortly after the lecture could
begin with an objective test, a short essay, a problem, or a case study.

Second, the lecture could be directly relevant to an examination or formally assessed assignment. Students are
likely to be motivated by the knowledge that a specific lecture covers material directly relevant to a question
posed in the examination. However, while this might be an effective means of getting students to attend the
lecture and to concentrate, it could encourage surface learning if it merely provides an opportunity for students to
regurgitate material. If deeper learning is to be encouraged, then students would need to know that the form of the
assessment will require them not merely to reproduce lecture material, but to apply their understanding gained
through the lecture and follow-up study.

Third, students’ lecture notes could be assessed. This could form a small part of summative assessment, if clear
marking criteria have been given to students. Alternatively, students could read and provide written comments on
each other’s notes. This commentary could then be assessed. This approach provides benefits to students through
the commentaries they receive from peers and the reflection on note-taking that the assessment encourages.

Fourth, each student could be asked to provide a commentary on one lecture, which would be distributed to other
students and formally assessed. The number of students commenting on each lecture would vary according to the
size of the lecture group. Once students have prepared their commentaries, they could be disseminated through a
VLE, intranet or shared drive. You could require that word processed notes should have appropriate diagrams and
tables in PowerPoint or Excel, pasted into the document. With a large lecture group, you could assign some
students to act as editors of the notes. These types of activity not only encourage students to take a more reflective
approach to their learning in lectures but also help to develop précis and critical skills. They also signal the
importance of lectures and provide useful feedback to you.

Top Tip 14

Assessment is a major motivator for students. Think how you can best link lectures to assessment in order to
encourage deep learning.

4 Evaluating your lecture

Most universities have systems of formal student evaluation of lectures, involving some form of questionnaire.
Sometimes these simply involve students scoring particular aspects of the lectures, such as clarity, pace and
relevance. Sometimes they give the opportunity for students to make comments, and sometimes both. If these are
to be used to allow you to make improvements to your lecturing, it is important first to establish what that the
questions are seeking to evaluate and what assumptions are being made. For example, the questions may focus
largely or wholly on you as a ‘performer’, rather than on the student learning experience. A lecturer may be very
entertaining and popular with students, but that does not necessarily mean that lectures have been effective in
terms of student learning.

If the most effective form of lecture is one where the students are actively learning during and after the lecture,
then evaluation questions should reflect this. Students may prefer lectures that allow them to get a clear set of
notes which are relevant to their formal assessment. As discussed above, some students prefer to be ‘passive
learners’, and may resent lectures that are challenging in terms of material and activities.

The formal student questionnaire is only one means of evaluating your lecture and gaining useful feedback. This
section reviews other methods of evaluating the success of a lecture programme.
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Self-evaluation: judged against criteria

One of the most valuable means of evaluating your lectures is to reflect on what you are planning to do or have
done in terms of student learning objectives. Before the lecture you might consider the following:

— What do you want students to get from the lecture?
— How will the lecture achieve this?

— Are you planning to cover the right amount of material, given the abilities, experience and motivation of
the students?

— Are there any other better ways of organising your material?

— Are the examples appropriate?

— Are visual aids clear and the right length? How could they be improved?

— What activities for students are planned? What do you want students to gain from these activities?

— How will the materials you provide to students complement the lecture? Will they encourage or
discourage attendance and/or attention?

— How will the lecture be related to assessment?

This list is by no means exhaustive, but it does illustrate the importance of reflecting on the links between what
you are planning to do and what the students will actually do and learn (as opposed to what you would like them
to).

After the lecture, it is important to reflect on what you believe students have learnt and whether you could
improve on delivery, content and student activity. You should be realistic and not believe that just because you
have said something, students will have understood it. Try to judge honestly what you have achieved in terms of
the learning objectives you have set. While self-evaluation is important, this should ideally be backed up with
more objective forms of evaluation.

Feedback during the lecture

If you are brave, you could ask the students periodically to judge your lecture against some clear criteria. This
could be in the form of multiple-choice questions, perhaps using an audience response system. This allows
students to ‘vote’ on various aspects of the lecture and the results are instantly displayed for you and the students
to see.

A less threatening alternative is to ask students to complete short question slips and to deposit these in a box at
the end of the lecture. These could be questions about specific aspects of the lecture, or they could be more
general. For example, you could ask students to name two things they liked about the lecture, two things they
found difficult and two ways in which the lecture could be improved.

It is best to avoid asking students to comment orally on aspects of the lecture, unless the group is small and the
students feel very comfortable to state that they are having problems. Whilst traditional forms of lecturing
sometimes include asking students orally whether they have understood, this is normally a waste of time as they
will generally prefer not to respond.

Feedback after the lecture

If you are using a virtual learning environment (VLE), you could set up a discussion board inviting comments on
the lecture. You could arrange this in sections. For example, students could be asked to identify topics they have

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/lectures2024 25/31



16/09/2024, 16:31 Lectures in Economics

not understood, questions they would like to ask, and discussions to which they would like to contribute. You
could have a section devoted purely to general feedback on the lectures. You could have an FAQ section, where,
as we discussed above in section 3.3, you post the answers on the strict understanding that if a student asks a
question, you will answer it only if you have not already answered the same question (or very similar) from
another student. As well as providing useful feedback for improving the quality of your lectures, such a system
supports students’ learning.

If you do not have access to a VLE, an email list or WhatsApp group can serve the same function. You could also
use email, if you want students to be able to comment to you privately. Alternatively, you could ask students to
submit written comments on the lecture, and then come to see you personally to discuss their comments. Provided
this is set up in a spirit of being mutually helpful, it could be a very useful and a profitable use of the office hours
system. Alternatively, time could be set aside in seminars to discuss these comments.

Some lecturers provide students with their mobile phone number and encourage students to ring them with any
queries. These can be much quicker to resolve than through email as the query can be discussed. To protect their
privacy, some lecturers may prefer to have a dedicated pay-as-you-go mobile for this purpose.

Top Tip 15

Simple questionnaires involving slips of paper or an audience response system at the end of the lecture, or
using a discussion board, email or WhatsApp after the lecture to seek feedback, can provide valuable
insights into the effectiveness of your lecturing. It is also likely to make students feel more empowered.

Submission of notes by students

Another useful way of assessing how well you have communicated is for students to submit their lecture notes to
you for comment. Use of this practice depends on how much time you have to devote to making comments, but
verbal comments could be delivered quickly and individual students could see you with their notes in your office
hours. This approach can provide you with valuable feedback on the effectiveness of lectures and provide
students with valuable comments on their note taking.

Peer observation

Many departments have instituted a formal system of peer observation of teaching as part of an appraisal system.
Others use it as a confidential and more informal form of staff development. If it is used to enhance teaching,
rather than merely judging performance, it can play a very valuable role in improving student learning from
classes.

A pairing system, where the two lecturers take it in turns to be observer and observed, can be a relatively
unthreatening process and a very useful means of finding out how to improve your lecturing skills. This is
especially so if the process is carefully structured, with prior discussion of learning objectives between observer
and observed. The action of observing and giving feedback can be as instructive as the feedback from being
observed. There is a danger, however, that the partners merely reinforce each other’s prejudices. For this reason, it
is normally good practice to rotate partners and also to provide some staff development activity in observing and
giving feedback.

5 Case studies

— 5.1 Case Study 1: The use of an audience response system
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— 5.2 Case Study 2: The use of lecture time for workshops

6 Where next?
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Small group teaching is an essential part of economics instruction in higher
education worldwide and most instructors will engage in this mode of teaching in
some way. Examples of small group teaching can be traced far back in history; for
example, in the Middle Ages, scholars read original resources to small groups who
listened and took notes. In the present day, most small group teaching in higher
education takes the form of tutorials (also called seminars or class sessions), which
run alongside lectures for a module. Students taking the module are split into
smaller groups to recap and apply the lecture material. In addition, instructors of,
for example, optional modules with fewer students may also encounter a teaching
environment with a small number of students. Higher education instructors of
economics small group teaching will often be economics research students but may
also be academic staff. Ultimately, teaching in both settings follows very similar
pedagogical principles, and the discussion in this chapter covers any teaching
environment where the instructor works with a small number of students, say of
approximately 3-30.

Universities typically use small group teaching sessions to give students a more
individualised learning experience. However, these sessions are very expensive for
institutions. To justify these costs, small group sessions — hereafter tutorials -
should make a significantly positive impact on student learning. Yet in practice,
the delivery of tutorials often lags behind its potential, with poor attendance a
widespread phenomenon and students’ feedback pointing at their ineffectiveness.
In a student survey at a UK university, students said:

"I do not see the point in coming to the class: the teacher just goes through the
solutions with no value added."

"The seminars were dire and I don't feel they benefited my learning at all and
at some point even just lead to more confusion over the subject."

Current pedagogical research clearly suggests that effective learning happens when
students construct their own knowledge in an engaging and student-centred
learning environment. This is true for both large and small group teaching. What
makes small group teaching special is that it lends itself to interactive and student-
centred teaching and thus has the potential to be an incredibly effective mode of
instruction, when appropriate teaching approaches are adopted. Nevertheless, much
of economics small group teaching still takes the form of front-led seminars, where
the instructor develops answers to a set of questions with limited focus on students’
process of actually understanding the material. This chapter provides a guide on
how to make small group teaching student-centred and engaging so as to facilitate
the effective learning of economics.



2. How students learn

“Learning takes place through the active behavior of the student: it is
what se does that he learns, not what the teacher does.”

Ralph W. Tyler (1949)

Tyler (1949) just rephrases the old adage that we learn best by doing. This idea is
the basis for all constructivist learning theories (see particularly Piaget (1950) and
Bruner (1960, 1966)), which essentially suggest that learning happens when
students ‘construct knowledge with their own activities’ (see Biggs., 2007, p. 22).
From an instructor’s perspective, it is vital to create a learning environment where
the student can engage with the study material instead of one where the educator
only presents knowledge.

Far too often the instructor thinks that just because she/he went through certain
material, students will have grasped those concepts and be able to apply what has
been taught. However, this is not necessarily true (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
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Suggesting that students need to create knowledge and practice themselves is not
unique to small group teaching. Indeed, it applies to all kinds of learning
environments. Yet, while in large group settings instructors often rely on audience
response software and other technologies, in a small group setting the
implementation of interactive learning activities is far more straight-forward.

Biggs (2007) identifies different learning activities that can be implemented, often
depending on the group size. For larger groups simple peer discussion, the use of
audience/personal response systems, e-learning projects such as Wikis, Twitter or
Facebook and Moodle forums can be effective. However, with small groups, there
1s the possibility for effective use of class discussions, games and experiments,
think aloud tasks, role play, research projects, presentations or collaborative group
work. Such learning activities put the student in charge of her/his own learning.
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Research suggests that when students create knowledge themselves, retention rates
are much higher. The so called ‘learning pyramid’ matches retention rates to
different learning activities. Sousa (2006) ranks different learning modes according
to their average retention rates after 24 hours: lectures (5%), reading (10%)),
Audiovisual (20%), Demonstration (30%), Discussion Group (50%), Practice by
Doing (75%) and Teach Others (90%). While the educational literature still
debates the validity of these estimates, there is a general consensus about the
effectiveness of participatory teaching methods.

What lies behind the higher retention rates is that certain learning activities engage
the student to construct new knowledge, for example through reflection,
hypothesizing, explaining and arguing, thereby facilitating so-called deep learning.
Creating a teaching environment where deep learning can happen is a key aim for a
successful instructor. Figure 2 orders some learning activities in their relation to
deep and surface learning.

Figure 2: Bigg’s Adjectives to Describe Cognitive Engagement (from Biggs,
2007)
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Small groups ideally lend themselves for activities which facilitate deep learning
and which can create a constructivist learning experience. Table 1 is an overview
of activities that an instructor can implement:

Suggestions for small and medium

sized group sessions

Working in pairs

Working in threes

Working in fours or fives

‘Pyramid’ or ‘snowball group’
(combining groups or adding
individuals to groups one-at-a-time)

‘Fishbow]’

(the “fish’ discuss an issue, while
outside observers note criteria used
etc)

‘Envoys’ or ‘crossover groups’

Formal debate
(four speakers, formal debate rules,
contributions from floor, vote at the

Table 1

Activities

Prepare answer to a question

Clarification of ideas

Compare individual answers and arrive at a
joint answer

Marking each other’s work

As with pairs
Speaker/listener/observer

Debating topic and arriving at a team view
Preparing answer for plenary session (use of
flip-chart paper)

One or more members present team view to
whole seminar

Project team with division of labour

Group problem solving

Bringing together and comparing
work/answers/views of small groups
Getting the different constituent groups to
focus on a particular aspect of a topic and
then bringing the aspects together to form an
overall view/report

Group problem solving & discussion
Exploration of an issue

One person from each group joins a different
group to inject new ideas into discussion.
Groups are split up and re-formed to share
ideas.

Individuals assigned roles in advance, so
that they can prepare their speeches.



Suggestions for small and medium
sized group sessions

end, possibly vote at beginning also
and then two votes compared)

“Your witness’
(modelled on Radio 4 programme)

Quiz show
(individuals or preferably in teams)

Presentation with primed
respondents

Table 1

Activities

All students required to prepare the topic in
advance. Then groups assigned to each side
and prepare their speeches.

Individuals then chosen by tutor or by lots to
make the speeches.

A panel of students is chosen, primed to
represent different views on a topic. Other
students are given a specific part of the topic
to prepare and to be the ‘expert’. They are
called upon one-at-a-time and the panel
quizzes them. Tutor chairs the proceedings.
Seminar split into several panels and the
‘experts’ move from group to group. Each
group then prepares short report in the light
of the evidence it has gleaned. Reports are
then presented to the whole seminar or
handed in to the tutor for marking.

There are many shows that could be copied
or adapted, such as University Challenge,
The Weakest Link, Who Wants to be
Millionaire? or Brain of Britain.

Students could prepare specific topics

An individual student is assigned to prepare
a short presentation/paper and one side of
A4 of key bullet points/diagrams/ equations,
which are distributed to the rest of the group
in advance or tabled. Another student is
assigned to be the respondent. The rest of
the students are assigned to particular
aspects of the topic and asked to prepare one
question.

Two or more students are assigned to
prepare particular aspects of a topic, and
then as above.

Advance reading is done, and then the final
draft of the paper is prepared in small
groups, and one student is allocated to make
the presentation.



Suggestions for small and medium
sized group sessions

Role playing

Game, simulation or experiment
(there are many games or simulation
exercises available)

Computer lab session

(using instructional software, such as
WinEcon or the Virtual Economy, or
using data sets and/or statistical
packages: see Economics Network
site for details of software)

Virtual seminar

(distance-based learning, using chat
room facilities of a virtual learning
environment/conferencing system,
such as Blackboard or Moodle:
students contribute from a terminal
on site or at home)

Table 1

Activities

Students allocated specific roles and given a
scenario. (Examples of role playing include:
price setting under oligopoly, wage
negotiations, international trade
negotiations, pre-Budget ministerial/interest
group negotiations.) The tutor can introduce
new evidence as the exercise progresses.
Watch a video with at least two points of
view. In small groups, students each take on
the role of someone in the video and debate
the issues.

Whole class games (single session)

Games in small groups (single session)
Games played lasting several weeks, where
a round is played either weekly or at less
frequent intervals. The time taken playing a
round in class may be only a few minutes.
Much of the playing/negotiation can take
place outside the class.

Tutor led. Tutor introduces the software
(maybe using a data projector) and then
students work on an assigned task,
individually or in pairs.

Tutor supported. Students work at their own
pace and the tutor is available or provide
support of the student is stuck or has
questions.

Tutor led, real time. Students log on at a
particular time and then the tutor leads a
debate, with students contributing on-line.
Can be done anonymously, with students
identified by number or fictitious name.
Seminar can last for a normal period of time.
Tutor led, open time. Student log on when
they please and contribute postings to a
debate.

Student led (no tutor present): either real
time or open time. Tutor can come online
afterwards to post comments.



Table 1

Suggestions for small and medium

. ) Activities
sized group sessions

e Students then prepare answers to set
questions and report on them.

Video e Quiz on video material

(preferably not longer than 20 e Debate (whole or small groups) on issues

minutes) raised. Students can be allocated specific
roles.

While implementing many of these activities may seem daunting at first, they are
likely to improve student learning immensely. In addition, they are fun both to
organise and perform in the classroom.



3. How to approach small group teaching

As suggested above, all learning should facilitate student engagement and ensure
students construct and design their own learning path. In small group settings,
instructors have a variety of options to achieve this goal and the choice of tools
may depend on the particular setting. A small-group ‘lecture’, which introduces
new material will demand a different approach to a tutorial where the main aim is
to practice and apply what has already been learned. Furthermore, instructors may
work differently with a ‘very’ small group of below 10 people to a group with 30
students. Section 4 discusses different modes of teaching for small groups of
students.

3.1. The role of the instructor in small group
teaching environments

“Teachers should guide without dictating and participate without
dominating.”

C.B. Neblette

It is often tempting as an instructor to plan a small group teaching session where
the onus is always on the tutor: maybe to revisit material covered in large group
teaching sessions and then to provide answers to questions set for the students, or
to even ‘lecture’ new material to the students. In fact, if we as instructors always
talk, there may also be less risk of students asking challenging questions. As
highlighted elsewhere in this chapter, students may also be temporarily satisfied
that the onus 1s not on them, as this means less effort for the student. However,
students are highly unlikely to engage properly with the material taught in such a
tutorial, and are unlikely to experience deep learning. To facilitate such learning,
the role of the tutor is instead to organise the session, facilitate discussion and
learning, and hopefully to inspire students.

One way to do this is to demonstrate to students what made us fascinated you in
economics, motivating you to teach and research the subject. Instructors need to
plan learning activities which make students responsible for learning. Such
activities may be discussions, group work, student presentations and many more,
which we discuss throughout this chapter.

A recurring theme of this chapter is planning: to facilitate interaction and learning
requires careful planning. Tutorial activities and stimuli for the students should be
planned, but at the same time sufficiently flexible to accommodate where the
students’ learning journey leads. This is demanding for the instructor, as the
overall coherence of the session must also be preserved. In this sense, the role of
the instructor is one of a moderator who provides guidance and structure to the


https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/smallgroup/4

students’ learning journey. Alongside activities and stimuli, instructor may need to
present some material, but this should not be the principal focus of the tutorial.

The instructor’s role is an incredibly important one. For students to willingly
engage in the planned learning activities the instructor organises, they must feel at
ease so as to be comfortable contributing. The instructor’s role extends to
providing helpful comments and suggestions, encouraging students to work
effectively with their peers; this might require the instructor to lead initially and
then increasingly facilitate student discussion and student contributions. The
objective is for students to have the confidence to ask questions, not only of the
tutor, but of each other, and of the economics discipline. The instructor’s role is
certainly not easy, but it can be immensely rewarding.

Finally, tutorials are ideal for fostering students’ transferable skills, including the
ability to think critically, work effectively in small groups, present and articulate
their ideas. The lack of such skills is a recurring complaint of employers when
hiring economics graduates (for example in the Economics Network Employer

Survey).

3.2 The first session

Even for experienced academics, the first teaching session can be daunting —
especially where the tutorial is interactive and students are unfamiliar with the
instructor and potentially each other. Ultimately teaching is partly a performance,
and we need to appear confident even if we do not always feel so. However,
confidence needs to be balanced with approachability. Students should always feel
that they can speak to lecturers and tutors.

Students expectations about the module and the instructor are largely formed in the
first session. Moreover, student perceptions display inertia - it can be very difficult
to change students’ views about the module later on. During the first class, the
instructor can set the tone and familiarise students with the ‘rules of the game”’.
When done properly, the learning atmosphere is then more likely to remain
positive throughout the term. Therefore, the first session needs to be planned
carefully. The first tutorial should ideally be scheduled early on in the term. In fact,
a session during the first week can be particularly useful as little material may have
been covered yet and time can be used to get to know each other and create a good
learning atmosphere.

Things to include in the first small group teaching session (see also Appendix 1):

1. It seems a basic point but do not forget to introduce yourself; not only your
name, but also contact details, location of your office, hours when you are
available for student consultations etc.
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2. Ask students to introduce themselves. Wherever possible it is immensely
helpful to learn student names. Students appreciate it, but it may be
particularly helpful if a student has problems. By knowing a student’s name
you can more easily access further support services or resources for a
student.

It will be useful to find out more than a student’s name. Student cohorts can
be very diverse. There may be students in a class studying for different
degrees, with different previous qualifications, very different motivations
for taking a class etc. Hence, it can be invaluable asking students about, for
example, the degree that they are enrolled on, their quantitative background
etc. This can be done verbally, using Personal Response Systems (clickers)
or software that allows students to answer questions using mobile devices. If
technology is used, this can serve as an introduction to technology that will
be used in subsequent tutorials. It can also be done by a short activity, which
introduces students to the active learning tasks they will encounter in the
module.

Teaching Tip:

Consider asking students to interview their neighbour and then present their peer to
the class. This way students already practice presenting and speaking up,
something which you as an instructor will expect them to do on a regular basis.

3. Students should all receive information on their modules, in the form of a
module handbook. However, it may still be very valuable to spend a few
minutes checking that students know where to get the learning resources
they need for the module, understand the structure of the module, as well as
how and when they will be assessed.

4. Finally, set expectations of what is required of students and what will
happen in sessions more generally. If it is not acceptable to come to class
late, then indicate this. Similarly, tell students if you expect them to turn
mobile devices off. Most importantly, tell students to what extent you expect
them to participate in class. Prepare students for group work, for giving
presentations, or for coming to the front of the class to discuss answers on a
white board. Make clear to students if you do not plan on covering all
material, for example all questions on a question sheet or everything from
the book chapters, in every session. You should make sure that students
know what they are expected to do on their own and whether you will focus
on only the challenging content or questions. Crucially, make clear to
students what work they are expected to do before coming to the session, as
well as after.
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Teaching Tip:

Having noticed that students increasingly were forgetting to turn their mobile
telephones off or turn the ring tone to silent, invariably leading to disturbances
when a telephone rings, I established a rule: if anyone’s mobile (including mine)
rings during class they have to bring sweets / chocolate / biscuits for the rest of the
group to the next class. I have found that I do not even need to police the rule as
students themselves are very keen to identify fellow students who should bring
treats.

3.3. Planning small group teaching

For every teaching session, assign some time for introducing the session and
ending it. Even though tutorials often seem too short, we must take time to
introduce a subject, check that students are comfortable with the concepts to be
discussed, and make sure that students are clear about the link between lecture and
tutorial content and how they complement each other.

"It looks as if there is not much communication between lecturer (module
organiser) and class teacher. Often the class teacher is unaware of the progress
made on the module or of what and how some material has been taught in the
module."

As highlighted above, students complain if they see no link between lecture and
tutorial content. However tempting, avoid ‘diving into’ solving problems or
delivering core material, even if concerned about limited class time. Similarly,
always end by summarising what has been covered, any follow up work expected
or that might be beneficial to students, and if possible, linking material covered
with the material to follow in the module.

Generally, take care to explain to students what is expected of them, not only
during a teaching session, but also before and after in terms of work. Also try and
provide an appreciation of the progression of material covered in the module. This
can also be done via an online learning environment such as Moodle or
Blackboard. At university there is a much greater onus on the student to engage in
independent learning — something students may not be aware of or understand
what this entails, especially first year undergraduates whose learning will have
been more closely guided prior to university. The first class may be a particularly
crucial teaching event where one can use some time to introduce this.

Individual teaching sessions are part of the larger learning journey students embark

on. Be it a lecture, a class session or an online session, the question arises how the
individual teaching sessions fit together.
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Teaching Tip:

Do not view small group teaching sessions as stand-alone events. Rather, consider
how they fit with, and support, previous and future teaching sessions in the module
and communicate this to students.

When thinking about sequence, first think about the aims of the individual teaching
session within the larger context of the module (i.e. does the session introduce new
material, does it take up ideas from the last lecture(s), etc.) and then consider what
students should do before and after the tutorial. A guiding question when planning
teaching should always be what students do before, during and after the session.

Table 2 summarises some ideas about student activities before and after the
session.

Table 2
Student Activities
Before class/seminar After class/seminar

Check understanding of lecture Extend beyond core reading

material

Make notes on further reading Check notes are complete on a topic
Attempt relevant online quizzes Check question sheet answers are complete
Prepare answers to set questions Collect relevant past examination questions
Consider applications / examples Attempt past examination questions

Check understanding of how a topic ‘fits’ into a

Formulate questions for the instructor
module
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3.4 Teaching in a team

As well as understanding and explaining how the different teaching sessions and
topics in a module ‘fit together’, there is also a complex set of relationships
underpinning any successful module. These include the relationships between the
various staff involved and the relationship between staff and students. When
teaching on a module, check where responsibilities lie. Is the teaching shared
between lecturers and tutors? What is the aim of the small group sessions? Who is
to decide such aims? Do we use question sheets for the tutorial, and if so, whose
responsibility is it to produce such material? Will solutions be provided by the
lecturer and are those given out to students? Who has responsibility for marking
coursework and final assessments? To answer such questions, it is important to get
in touch with colleagues to discuss responsibilities.

For some of the tasks related to small group teaching, there will be administrative
support, and it is important to enquire about how to share the module
administration appropriately. For example, you may want to enquire whether
student attendance monitoring is the responsibility of the tutor, or automated in
some way, such as with a student swipe card system. Similarly, find out who has
responsibility for following class missed attendance, who has responsibility for
inputting student marks etc.

Instructors often collaborate with other tutors, especially for large undergraduate
modules. While inspiring and potentially a lot of fun, teaching with others can also
be a demanding task. Subsections 3.4.1 and 3.4.2 explore the possible relationships
with other instructors that may arise.

3.4.1 Working with fellow tutors

If you are coordinating a team of tutors consider ways to ensure they get to know
each other and meet regularly to discuss teaching and assessment matters that may
arise. You may even schedule regular meetings with all instructors where you
discuss the approach taken in the upcoming tutorial. While it is important that
teams meet with each other, it is equally vital that seminar instructors have
sufficient opportunities to meet with a module convenor to discuss any issues
arising.

Consider the length of time colleagues have to prepare materials. For example, if
small group teaching is designed to support and follow up on large group (lecture)
teaching, check that staff always have sufficient time to work through lecture
resources before and to prepare materials for the small group sessions. Decide
whether guidelines need to be given to staff as to how long in advance of a small
group teaching session all the materials need to be made available to staff, and how
these materials will be made available, for example via email, the VLE, on paper
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etc. Colleague should not be expected to prepare for small group teaching the
evening beforehand, because of delays in circulating materials.

Also think about how to coordinate marking across small teaching groups to ensure
consistency, both for marking that takes place regularly, such as the marking of
formative assessments including answers to question sheets, as well as the marking
of summative assessments for example examinations, essays and dissertations. An
initial meeting before teaching starts may actually be time saving, so that all
relevant colleagues agree on a marking scheme and how to implement it, rather
than moderating very different mark distributions after marking has been finished.
Alternatively, consider asking colleagues to mark a sample of work and then agree
marking conventions, rather than waiting until all the marking has been completed.

3.4.2 Coordinating groups of tutors

If you are coordinating a team of tutors consider ways to ensure they get to know
each other and meet regularly to discuss teaching and assessment matters that may
arise. You may even schedule regular meetings with all instructors where you
discuss the approach taken in the upcoming tutorial. While it is important that
teams meet with each other, it is equally vital that seminar instructors have
sufficient opportunities to meet with a module convenor to discuss any issues
arising.

Consider the length of time colleagues have to prepare materials. For example, if
small group teaching is designed to support and follow up on large group (lecture)
teaching, check that staff always have sufficient time to work through lecture
resources before and to prepare materials for the small group sessions. Decide
whether guidelines need to be given to staff as to how long in advance of a small
group teaching session all the materials need to be made available to staff, and how
these materials will be made available, for example via email, the VLE, on paper
etc. Colleague should not be expected to prepare for small group teaching the
evening beforehand, because of delays in circulating materials.

Also think about how to coordinate marking across small teaching groups to ensure
consistency, both for marking that takes place regularly, such as the marking of
formative assessments including answers to question sheets, as well as the marking
of summative assessments for example examinations, essays and dissertations. An
initial meeting before teaching starts may actually be time saving, so that all
relevant colleagues agree on a marking scheme and how to implement it, rather
than moderating very different mark distributions after marking has been finished.
Alternatively, consider asking colleagues to mark a sample of work and then agree
marking conventions, rather than waiting until all the marking has been completed.
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4. Alternative forms of small-group teaching

Broadly speaking, economics instructors will focus on either technical material
(i.e. the mechanics of a model or derivations) or engage with interpretive material,
based on case studies, research papers, policy reports etc. One may encounter both
aspects in the same tutorial, where technical material is introduced within the
context of research papers or case studies. More commonly, however, there may be
more of a separation. While knowledge construction and student engagement serve
as guiding principles for both, instructors may adopt slightly different pedagogical
approaches in each settings.

Generally, tool-based, more technical classes may have practice and repetition as
an important element in them, while interpretive sessions may focus more on
critical discussion.

Of course, students should be engaged in both settings, but instructors may choose
different activities to facilitate this.

This section focuses on tips and techniques for planning tutorial teaching in a
number of different settings: teaching problem sets (subsection 4.1), research based
teaching (subsection 4.2), computer lab teaching (subsection 4.3), revision classes
(subsection 4.4) very small teaching groups (subsection 4.5), small group lectures
(subsection 4.6) and the use of classroom games (subsection 4.7).

4.1 Teaching question-based problem sets
(quantitative, model-based and interpretive)

Most commonly economics tutorials provide students with the opportunity to
develop the knowledge gained in lectures. Each tutorial relates to particular
lectures and students are required to prepare answers to a set of problem set
questions either in advance or during the session. Such problem sets are common
for technical material, including model work and derivations. However, they can
also be used for interpretive material, where essay-type short answer questions are
set on — for example - an assigned reading.

[t can be tempting for a tutor to simply go through the answers to the problem set
questions on the whiteboard at the front of the class. Students often seem to favour
this, as the onus is on the tutor to provide solutions, which is what students might
be ultimately after. There are several problems with this approach. Pedagogically,
learning happens best when students construct knowledge. As discussed in section
2, retention rates and understanding remains low when students copy results
without attempting the questions themselves. Furthermore, this is a very expensive
mode for just ‘giving out sample solutions’. In fact, printing solutions and running
an office hour in case a student has questions may be an easier way of achieving
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the same goal. In addition, if the tutor presents the answers to all the questions set
during the teaching session, students have less incentives to prepare the work prior
to coming to class, or even to attend class. Interactive and engaging teaching
sessions, by contrast, encourage students to prepare for sessions in advance, will
help students identify material that they find difficult, will facilitate ‘deeper
learning’ and thus improve recall at a later date.

When planning a problem-set based teaching session, work through the question
sheet and consider which questions to cover in the session. Do not feel under
pressure to go through every question but if you decide not to discuss particular
questions make sure you explain to the students why you chose not to cover certain
questions. Potentially coordinate with other tutorial teachers and discuss the fact
that you will not cover all aspects with the module leader. However, also be
prepared to be flexible. Ask students which questions they found most challenging,
either during class with a show of hands or online voting or in advance of sessions;
this information will help you prepare. Plan approximately how much time to
spend on different activities in the session. For example, you may want to allot
time for students to check answers with each other, to prepare answers to present to
the rest of the group, time for students to play a short, illustrative economics game
etc. Consider whether sessions can be planned so that there is a mix of individual,
small group and whole class activities, so as to keep students engaged.

“Spoon feeding in the long run teaches us nothing but the shape of the
spoon.”

E.M. Forster

Evidence (for example, see Springer et al. (1999)) points to benefits for students
working in small groups, The question therefore arises how we can get students to
work effectively in such settings? In the following boxes we share some ideas on
possible approaches. Remember, for any interactive teaching session, it is vital to
plan carefully in advance.

Group work:

Ask students to work in small groups - each group may work on a different
question - with each group expected to present their answer to the rest of the class.
To save time, the student groups can be asked to prepare their presentation prior to
the session so that minimal class time needs to be spent by groups. If presentations
on different questions are prepared in advance they can be uploaded to the Virtual
Learning Environment (VLE) to create a bank of student answers. However, the
answers should be checked by the tutor for accuracy before being uploaded.

Once students gain confidence from presenting their work in groups, it is easier to
ask them to contribute individual answers.
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Student Discussions:

Especially effective for interpretive sessions, this is a good mode of getting
students to reflect on different sides of an argument. Students could be split into
two groups (there are several ways of forming groups and you may wish to mix
them up) and each group asked to reflect on arguments for a specific position.
Make sure students use economic evidence to support their arguments. It is vital to
ensure the level of the discussion is appropriate to the academic setting. Let
students prepare a 5 minute speech to formulate some of their arguments and then
start the discussion. During the discussion, your role is one of moderator. You
may allocate speaking time, ask groups directly how they would counter a specific
argument, ask clarifying questions etc. You may also stop the discussion for a short
time to review some economic arguments.

Teaching Tip

For example, a discussion about the appropriate amount of abatement to combat
climate change may be put on hold when students talk about discounting. You as
an instructor may review the concept of discounting before getting back into the
discussion. It is your role to clearly define the learning outcomes (the concepts and
arguments the students should grasp) and moderate the session to achieve these.

Role Play:

Role Play could be a variation of the student discussion. In particular, you could
assign specific roles to students.

Teaching Tip

In a discussion about environmental damage after a large oil spill I once [ul] let
students discuss ways of estimating compensation payments to local fisheries. |
assigned the role of the oil company, an economist, an environmentalist, and the
local fishery to different groups and ‘played’ a discussion about the appropriate
compensation payments. The exercise enables students to reflect about different
approaches to calculate economic value and that the choice of method and aspects
to include may strongly depend on personal preferences.

Student Presentations:

You may ask your students to prepare presentations on a specific topic or a
research paper, where you use the questions in the problem set to guide the flow of
the presentation.
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There are several advantages to letting students present problem set answers. First,
the problem set questions can be micro-tuned to assure a specific flow of the
presentation. Second, by explaining to others, students can show whether they have
really grasped to concepts and workings of a model. Third, the students gain
transferrable skills important for the workplace. In principle, student presentations
can be used for both interpretive and more quantitative material.

Students can either present answers by themselves or in small groups. In the first
case, students may be asked to prepare material, for example read a research paper.
A first question could be to summarise the article in a few sentences. One could
then pick out some specific concepts and questions and let students reflect on
these. For more technical material, one could ask students to prepare a short
presentation of a specific technique, explain the steps of a derivation or use a
graphical model to run through a specific economic argument.

As an instructor, you want to make sure the whole group is engaged, rather than
one individual. This can be easily achieved by stopping the presentation and asking
the group questions like: “Why did the student do a specific step?”’, “What is the
potential problem with this approach?”’ or “How else could one have answered the
question?”. The structure of a problem set may also lend itself to mixing up
presenters.

Teaching Tip

Instructors often claim it is difficult to get students to the board. One way of
achieving this is to ask students first for an answer. If the answer is correct,
congratulate the student and ask if she/he could write it up on the board. Once in
front of the class, the student can be asked another question.

4.2 Research-based teaching: projects and case
studies

In research projects, students can embark on their own research journey and can
apply what they have learned to real world scenarios. Following the constructivist
learning approach, research-based education enables students to create their own
knowledge and gives them the opportunity to guide their own learning journey.
Research-based education can be implemented as an individual or group task and
may take the form of an essay, an online project (i.e. a Wiki) or result in other
outputs, such as a video.

Students may complain that they cannot see how the research-based tasks links to

the main lecture material. Small group seminars are an ideal place to let students
work and discuss their ideas and get guidance and feedback from the instructor.
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Often students just need a few suggestions or assurance that their work is going in
the right direction, or maybe just a reminder about a specific link to the lecture
material so that they can continue their work.

Small group sessions can be used to facilitate students’ learning alone or in a
group. While costly, individual feedback is most valued by students, so spending
some time to guide the learning process is well-invested time. In this scenario
instructors may give a short introduction about what is planned for the session,
maybe showcase some particularly good work in progress, discuss some general
feedback comments which apply to most or all cases and then speak to students
individually, while they are working on further developing their projects. Students
may also present their ideas to their peers while instructors walk around, listening
into conversations, giving customised feedback or asking questions to help
students progress.

It is important to frame such student-led sessions with a beginning and an end. To
finalise the session instructors may share some of the questions which emerged in
the discussion, ask students to present some of the ideas they came up with, and
provide some general guidance about how to proceed in their work.

Teaching Tip

In one of my modules students were asked to create a Wiki on income and
commodity taxation around the globe. They first individually collected information
about the tax system in an assigned country. Then students worked in groups of
around 8 to write an online comparison of the tax systems of their assigned
countries. I used small group sessions to facilitate student discussion, showcase
especially successful work and to guide their next steps. This feedback was vital
for the students to progress successfully and to understand the link between their
project and the module material more generally.

4.3 Computers in small group teaching

Small group teaching environments may also be used to enable students to work
with IT. You may find yourself leading a computer lab seminar using software
packages such as STATA, R, Mathematica, Maple, or Excel. Increasingly,
universities are investing in trading rooms such that students can become familiar
with trading platforms (Sharma, 2015). The focus of such sessions is that students
work through material to familiarise themselves with the software package.
Learning by doing is crucial in these kind of classes, with students working
individually, pairs or small groups to work through a specific problem.

Problem sets or pre-prepared notebooks, where students are guided through
specific material are ideal for these kind of seminars. Most software packages
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enable the instructor to pre-prepare notebooks and do-files. This may have the
advantage that students can work through a skeleton where some of the tasks are
already prepared and examples are given, instead of having to programme
everything from scratch. In such a teaching environment, the instructor may want
to motivate the session at the beginning, then let students work through parts of the
problem while walking around and answering specific questions. After 15-20
minutes it is worth discussing the material with the whole group and resolve
queries before giving students’ time to work through the next part individually
again. A well-prepared data file would allow students who did not manage to
complete one task to be still be able to continue and work on subsequent tasks.

Teaching Tip

In an Environmental Economics module I used seminars to expose students to
work with Mathematica and simulate models to better understand the interaction
between the economy and the environment. I pre-prepared Mathematica notebooks
that guided students to first understand the code, add to it and amend it and then
interpret graphs and model outcomes. Students worked through the material with
their neighbours but could ask me questions throughout the session, at which point
I would go to their computer to help. Four to five times during the two hour session
I discussed parts of the material in plenum. As students worked through the
material themselves they experienced that things did not always work as expected.
The programming code entered may be incorrect, or the output not intuitive. This
is when students must stop and rethink the model set-up. It is the failures and
struggles that make students learn; the tutorial environment is ideal to support this
learning process.

4.4 Revision classes

Revision classes need to be prepared carefully. It is tempting, especially as
teaching draws to a close, to think that all that is required is to turn up and answer
student queries without divulging too much information about the forthcoming
assessment. However, revision classes require careful planning and preparation to
ensure that students gain as much benefit as possible from them.

First, consider if there is any information (other than the topics of unseen
assessments that students invariably ask for!) that can usefully be provided to
students. Examples include:

o A brief overview of the overarching structure of the material covered in the
module
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o Guidelines as to the format of a forthcoming assessment and any
information that will be provided, for example an equation sheet, copies of
statistical tables etc.

« Past assessment questions

o Specimen past answers

o General assessment feedback documents that were circulated to students
who sat the assessment or examination previously

o Module or assessment specific marking criteria

o Details of the marking process

« Resit provision

We often assume that students are informed about the format of assessments and
marking criteria, but we should not lose sight of the vast quantity of information
that students receive in paper and/or electronic formats. When providing
information, such as the items suggested in the list above, also set aside time to talk
through the documents, and give students an opportunity to ask questions. For
example, marking criteria statements may be easy to understand for an academic or
PhD student, but challenging for students.

Students may not be aware of the rigorous marking procedures in place in
universities. It can be reassuring to students to know their work is marked by one
(internal) marker, with at least a sample marked by a second (internal) marker,
with a sample also being looked at by an external examiner. Further, that attention
is given to the distribution of marks across a cohort and any papers that receive
marks close to classification borderlines are given particular attention at multiple
stages of the marking process.

Check whether any past scripts have been saved and whether former students gave
permission for anonymised answers to be circulated. Students often find it
enlightening to see examples of good and weak answers by former students. By
seeing examples of high quality work students can be inspired, while both stronger
and weaker past work can be evaluated against marking guidelines to help students
appreciate what is expected of them.

Consider whether you would like students to undertake any specific activities in
advance of a revision class. Revision classes can be daunting for less experienced
staff as students may ask questions from across multiple weeks of a module. To
help both staff and students prepare, students can be invited to submit questions to
be covered in a revision class in advance. Similarly, students can be asked to
prepare draft answers to previous years’ questions.

Teaching Tip

Consider using an online forum to collect questions. In such a forum students can
also answer questions of their peers. This will facilitate student discussion and
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enable students to explain material to others, which is the ultimate check of
whether the material has been truly understood.

Ideally a revision class should remind students of the overall narrative of a module
and provide students with an opportunity to clear up any niggling doubts about
material covered, while providing an opportunity for students to appreciate what is
required for a first class / distinction level answer. Revision classes should be
interactive with lots of opportunity for students to ask questions and contribute.

Teaching Tip

A competitive element can also be introduced. Asking questions using personal
response systems or mobile devices can help students discover where they may
have gaps in their knowledge. Similarly, a team game based on ‘Noughts and
Crosses’ can be used to encourage students to answer questions and also set
questions for another team, in so doing offering an additional opportunity for
students to revisit their module notes. This game is outlined on The Economics
Network website:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/elliott 0x

Consider whether advice can be given as to specific activities students should
undertake after the revision class. Students know they need to learn material but
may less clear about how to learn. A student may take in little from reading a text
book for even an hour, and may need suggestions as to how to vary their revision
activities. As such, consider whether recommending any of the following:

o Diagram drawing practice

o Self-testing on frequently used mathematical or statistical methods

« Past question practice, maybe writing essay plans rather than full essay
answers

« Reading relevant recent newspaper articles for illustrative examples to
support answers

« Revising with other students

« Discovering academic references beyond those recommended on module
reading lists.

Finally, do not forget to advise students on where they can receive further support
when preparing for assessments. When will staff be available to see students in
their offices? Will a VLE discussion board continue to be monitored? etc.

Teaching Tip: Reviewing previously submitted work

One activity that students find hugely beneficial is reviewing work previously
submitted by students. This could be work submitted for module assessments or
answers to past examination questions. You must remember to get students’
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permission to use their work and ensure it is anonymised. Give examples of very
good and also weak answers. Students can be asked to read answers in advance or
in class, and then asked as a group to comment on the strengths and weaknesses of
the answers, offering suggestions as to the appropriate marks. Consider doing this
in conjunction with the marking criteria. The resulting discussion is often very
lively and revealing to students, highlighting what is expected of them.

“I found the evaluation of previous projects extremely helpful in understanding
what was wanted from me - it would be great if other courses took this up!”

4.5 Very small "small group teaching"

You may find yourself working with a very small group of people, perhaps 2-4
students, either in a formal tutorial setting or in office hours. The dynamics of such
sessions are likely to be very different. As instructor you have the chance to
monitor very individually a student’s progress and consider how to support the
student in her/his learning journey.

These sessions work best if students pre-prepare material, for example an essay or
problem set or engage in some independent research and write up a short summary,
which can be submitted to the instructor before the actual teaching session. This
way the instructor can read and target the session more precisely to the students.
These sessions should be interactive, with the students talking most of the time and
the instructor steering the discussion with the right questions.

Such sessions can be incredibly inspiring for students as they feel they can directly
benefit from the expertise of the instructor. But at the same time it can be daunting
as small group sessions are harder to prepare for and the instructors’ knowledge
and confidence in the material is directly tested. To avoid difficult moments,
looking at work in advance of the sessions and asking students if they had
particular problems with the material may help.

Teaching a very small number of students can be beneficial for the weakest
students as well as for the brightest students in the group, as the instructors can
find out where exactly a particular student struggles but at the same time really
push the able student to intellectual heights. Furthermore, instructors can stimulate
a learning environment where peers can learn from each other and beneficial peer
effects are maximised.

Teaching Tip

With a very small group of 2-4 students, why not ask one student to explain a
particular complex concept to the other student(s)? Or let one student discuss a
possible viewpoint while the others need to argue against it?
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4.6 Small group lectures

If you are teaching a very specialised optional module you may only have a few
takers each year and will end up with a group of only 15-25 students. Lecturing to
a small number of students can be a real treat, as many of the interactive teaching
modes we suggest in this handbook can very easily be implemented.

The aim is again to provide an environment where students create their own
knowledge and small groups lend themselves to interactive teaching modes, such
as flipped classroom teaching, where students pre-prepare material from books,
videos and other resources, while the instructor uses the time in class to introduce
applications, discuss questions and more demanding material or test understanding.

Instructors sometimes question how students will be able to understand the
complex material without the instruction of the lecturer, but there are excellent
textbooks where much of what we teach is available, and which can provide a good
first read. In addition, there are many videos which clarify concepts available
online. Instructors may also film their own videos or can use lecture recordings
from previous years to make material available to students before the lecture. The
valuable and expensive class time can then be used much more interactively. For
example, instructors could apply the material to current issues, or clarify especially
difficult content.

Teaching Tip

Instructors could open a twitter feed or message board where students post
questions about particularly difficult material before the lectures. A part of the
lecture could then be used to focus on these questions, before covering some
applications.

4.7. Small group teaching and games

How long students can typically concentrate remains a contentious issue, but there
is a consensus that we need to vary our teaching methods and the stimuli that
students receive in class to ensure that they remain engaged and focused. A
fantastic way to break up a class with a short activity is to use a game or
experiment.

There are a number of advantages: besides remaining engaged students may
remember a theory or concept better if it is demonstrated in a game/experiment.
Games/experiments are typically fun to use in the classroom, and outcomes can
stimulate discussion as to the extent to which theories are in line with individuals’
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real-life behaviour and economic decision making. See Guest (2015) for a
discussion of the benefits of using games/experiments in Economics teaching.

For example, Dictator and Ultimatum games are very quick to implement in
classes and work particularly well with small classes:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/elliott_gametheory

These games also provoke discussion as to whether economics agents are actually
selfish profit-maximisers as neoclassical economics often assumes. A favourite
Microeconomics game that can be used with small or large class sizes is the Tennis
Ball game that demonstrates Diminishing Returns to a Variable Factor of
Production:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/themes/games/tennis%20balls

Further examples of Microeconomics games appropriate for small group teaching
can be found in, for example:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/guest _games

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/guest_experiments

See also Guest (2015) for a detailed exposition of the Public Good game.

There is a section of The Economics Network website devoted to the use of
games/experiments in Economics teaching:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/themes/games

Many of the games are suitable for small group teaching or can easily be adapted
for it. Further, the games are not restricted to Microeconomics / Game Theory
applications such as those highlighted above, but also encompass
Macroeconomics; Development Economics; International Economics. Instructors
can enjoy exploring the resources available.
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5. Self-reflection and evaluation of small group
teaching sessions

Annual teaching appraisals are standard across UK universities. Hence, instructors
should expect someone to observe their teaching at least once a year. However,
regardless of the extent to which formal teaching appraisal schemes are imposed,
watching how others teach and obtaining constructive feedback on one’s own
teaching is invaluable.

Observation opportunities

1. Instructors may ask to observe other instructors, particularly those with
excellent reputations for teaching. Observing others gives us an opportunity
to see what ‘works’ for colleagues and provides insights into small group
teaching methods that are effective. Yet, we should also be aware of our
own strengths and weaknesses and have the confidence to recognise that
different approaches may suit different tutors.

2. Ask trusted colleagues to observe and provide feedback on your own
teaching, even outside of formal teaching appraisal processes. Colleagues
can often offer valuable suggestions, and through observing may also be
able to confirm whether students really are engaged and working in the
small group sessions.

3. As well as observing other instructors, it is often very helpful to observe
lectures that are given in modules where lectures are accompanied by
tutorials. This gives an incredibly valuable insight into how the students are
taught in the large class sessions; the pace of delivery, level of technical
difficulty and level of detail of coverage of material. This can provide real
insight into the student experience with instructors then able to adapt small
group sessions so that students gain maximum benefit from them. Note that
with greater use of lecture capture in universities across the UK it is often
now easier to watch lectures at a time convenient to the tutor as they can
watch a recording of the lecture rather than attending the ‘live’ lecture.
However, there are benefits from attending the actual lecture as it is easier to
gauge how students respond to the material covered when experiencing the
lecture alongside them.

4. 4. With greater adoption of lecture capture in universities across the UK it is
now also possible for instructors to watch recordings of their own teaching
to review their own performance. This can initially be very daunting but
hugely beneficial.

In addition, all universities survey students at least annually to obtain module level
feedback. This feedback may only be sent to module leaders, but make sure that
you see it so that you can reflect on successful and any less successful aspects of a
module, your own input into the success of a module, and measures that you can
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take to improve your teaching. Common issues that are raised about the quality of
small group economics teaching either when colleagues are observed or in module
evaluation feedback include dissatisfaction that all material is not covered in the
class; complaints that sessions are not interactive and that the tutor ‘talks at the
class’; a related 1ssue is that classes are dull; and that feedback on work submitted
1s inadequate.

Teaching tip:

At the end of every module think about identifying at least one thing you can
change to improve your teaching on that module in the future. We should all be
continually trying to improve the quality of our teaching, even if just in small
ways.

Finally, as well as talking to Economics colleagues, observing them, asking them
to observe you, if you are still concerned about the quality of your teaching all UK
universities have a staff development department. This department will be able to
offer support.
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6. Further resources

Economics is a fantastic subject to teach as it helps us understand so many aspects
of individual consumer and firm behaviour, as well as highlighting the inter-
relationships between the many important macroeconomic concepts. As such, there
1s a wealth of resources instructors can draw on, either to clarify content, to
provide examples, to stimulate discussion or to simply break up a teaching session
to ensure student concentration is maintained. In particular, teaching with films and
videos has become increasingly popular.

Various media can offer particularly valuable resources. As well as a vast array of
popular books being published in recent years on often entertaining applications of
Economics, news and media are also full of material which can be used for
teaching. The resources could be used in class sessions as well as small group
lectures and may be the basis for a flipped classroom teaching scenario and we
recommend considering using some of the following resources in your teaching:

There are lots of videos, television and film clips that you can find to
illustrate many aspects of Economics.

YouTube
videos o https://www.youtube.com
Have fun searching!
Sriiscelaerglrll Leet, Don, Houser, Scott (2003) “Economics goes to Hollywood: Using
Economics as Classic Films & Documentaries to Create an Undergraduate Economics
ortraved in Course”, Journal of Economic Education, volume 34, number 4, Fall, pp.
If)ilms Y 326-32. DOI: 10.1080/00220480309595226
The
Economics of | http://yadayadayadaecon.com/
Seinfeld

e The Economist
e Newspaper articles

News stories s
e Television news

For example

gi(())isc);)rﬁcs e http://freakonomics.com/blog/
e http://www.economistsdoitwithmodels.com/
The Stand
Up http://standupeconomist.com/videos/
Economist
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CORE offers an alternative, free to access, set of first year Economics
Principles teaching resources. There are several videos and other

CORE “The multimedia content in the e-book.

Economy’

http://core-econ.org/

Films that

support

teaching e http://www.metalproject.co.uk/METAL/Resources/Films/index.html
Mathematics o http://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/statistics/videos

and Statistics

for

Economists

For a general
discussion on
the use of
media in
Economics
teaching see:

https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/media
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7. Conclusion

Small group teaching in practice often lacks behind its potential. Working with
only a small group of students opens up various possibilities to create a learning
environment where students can follow a more individual learning journey and
actively engage in the learning process. This mode of teaching can be extremely
fulfilling. At the same time it is demanding, as interaction also means
unpredictability. Planning small group teaching sessions carefully is vital, even if
one teaches in a fairly standard form using for example question sheets.

The chapter has suggested various activities to increase interactivity in the
classroom. There are of course many more resources out there reflecting on small
group teaching or providing material to be used in small group teaching. Our aim is
to suggest some teaching ideas that can make small group teaching sessions more
interactive and student focused. Readers may also want to engage with the wider
literature on small group sessions such as Strawson et al (2013) or Tiberius (1999).

While in large classroom settings instructors may find it difficult to know all
students’ faces and names, small group sessions can help to bring the learning
journey to a more personal and individualised level. This is not just beneficial for
the learning outcomes of the student but also a much more fun way to engage with
students, for hopefully both the student and the instructor.
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Appendix 1: Top Tips for making small group
teaching more effective

Start off on the right
foot

Help students to
prepare for
discussion

Use ‘structures’ to
manage group
learning

Encourage students

to participate

Encourage students
to take responsibility

Evaluate the work of
the group

Use written material

Help students
express their feelings

by getting to know your students’ names; encouraging them to
learn each other’s names; contracting; establishing ground rules;
setting objectives and orientating them to the module.

by briefing seminar leaders; helping them to prepare both the
content and the process; ensuring they get helpful feedback;
encourage them to evaluate their own performance.

by arranging the furniture in the room suitably; breaking up the
group, breaking up the tasks; using sub-groups (pairs, triads,
pyramids, debate etc).

by using structures (e.g. rounds, brainstorming); using students’
interests; using students’ questions; asking different kinds of
questions; managing the vociferous students effectively.

by distributing group roles; encouraging students to work alone or
in groups in class; leaving the room; asking students to present their
work; establishing and supporting self-help groups; awarding group
grades.

by encouraging group self-monitoring; having group observers;
checking up on group process; tape-recording the session;
consulting the group.

such as posters; group charts; students’ notes; handouts; essay
preparation; open-book tutorials.

by dealing with ‘what’s on top’; self-disclosure; praise and
encouragement; managing closure.
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1. Introduction

Thanks to recent technological advancements, reduced costs and ease of access to online digital media, instructors
in higher education have been increasingly adopting forms of media and technological innovation in their
curriculum. Nowadays, instructors can embed digital media in their teaching, instantly and remotely
communicate with students via social media or discussion boards provided in virtual learning environments,
create videos and record lectures to be shared online, or test students’ preparation online. Similarly, most students
now possess devices that allow them to access, anywhere and often at negligible cost, digital resources provided
by module convenors.

For instructors considering various forms of teaching innovation, it is important to have an idea of students' own
preferences regarding technology in the classroom. In summer 2013 the non-profit organisation Jisc released a
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Student Innovation Competition[1] calling for student-led projects to explore novel uses of technology in
learning. Interestingly, the submissions provided very useful insights regarding what students really want[2] from
technology in higher education. Two main areas could be highlighted. First, personalised learning; specifically,
students seemed keen to personalise lectures (for example communicating and interacting—possibly
anonymously—with instructors during lectures), tracking their learning progress online and have effective tools
for revision. A second area was networking; students were interested in platforms that would connect them with
students in different years and with those studying the same subject at other universities.

The use of technological innovation applied to teaching should also be considered when designing the whole
curriculum. According to the curriculum design cycle|3] a curriculum should meet the changing needs of students
and employers. The use of technology as part of the curriculum design would include ways to improve
communication with stakeholders to facilitate discussion and collaboration, to capture and record information, to
increase consistency both in terms of the learner experience and quality assurance.

Figure 1: the curriculum design circle
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The aforementioned recent improvements in software and hardware offers a number opportunities for instructors
to improve students’ experience. In addition, the costs are now significantly smaller. Indeed, instructors entering
the higher education sector can now find, not just useful software and advanced devices, but also helpful
support, guidance and the experience of colleagues who have been pioneering new technologies and reported
them in the literature.|[4]

While technology has become widely available and it clearly meets some of the requests of students, economics
instructors have been historically reluctant to consider innovative forms of teaching in favour of a more
traditional "chalk and talk" approach.[5] Nonetheless, in the last decade instructors have increasingly opted for a
blended approach, where innovative use of technology and media has been integrated with more traditional forms
of teaching.
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This chapter is a guide to the most popular forms of technological innovation in higher education teaching, with a
particular focus on economics. Given the continuous advance of technology and practice, the guide cannot
exhaustively cover all possible forms of innovation. Rather, our objective is to offer a critical description of the
most common practices currently in use. Our approach will be based on personal experience and indirect
experience of other instructors and students, as reported in a growing body of literature. We shall point out where
the technologies' features align with students' preferences. We shall also point out possible issues, pitfalls and
problems associated with some of the technologies considered. What we hope will be clear is that innovative uses
of technology are important for any instructor to consider. They are sometimes a necessity; indeed, due to the
large number of students attending introductory modules, online material (for example slides, video clips, online
practice and assessment) often provides a coherent and consistent substitute to personal interaction.

The use of media and, in general, technology can also help freeing valuable time during lectures that can be used
in more effective ways. We shall stress the advantage of asking students to contribute in producing digital
material (this is case with social media, but also videos/photos). Digital, online accessible, interactive material
would also prove very helpful for those students affected by disabilities. All in all, the use of media can improve
students’ engagement and improve their learning experience.[6]

A caveat to keep in mind is that innovation often comes at a cost. This is true for instructors, who need to learn
how best to apply a new tool; for students, who need to learn appropriate use of the technology and for the
institutions that will be asked to pay for the innovation. The increased availability of technology inside and
outside the classroom decreases these costs, but they are significant nonetheless and the pedagogical advantages
should always be compared to the potential costs (see Stephenson and Cortinhas (2013)). Innovation for the
sake of it would not improve students’ learning experience.

Each section of this chapter focuses on a particular type of technological application. In Section 2 we discuss the
use of lecture recording. In Section 3 we discuss the use of media files (for example visuals, audio files, video
clips, online media) embedded in classes. In Section 4 we describe the use of personal response systems
(sometimes called clickers) that allow students to answer multiple choice questions interactively and
anonymously during lectures. In Section 5 we describe the use of mathematical software to produce dynamic
images and to create adaptive online assessment. Finally, in Section 6 we consider the use of social media to
communicate and interact with students. We shall discuss how each technology can be used to improve students’
learning (for example, digital media can provide examples and applications), provide learning support to students
(for example via the use of recorded lectures and social media), entertain and engage students (see Mann and
Robinson (2009)), provide practice and revision opportunities (for example using clickers during lectures or
recent platforms for online assessment).

2. Lecture recording

Lecture recording allows instructors to capture lectures as a media file that is then released online to students. The
technology varies. Sometimes the system films the instructor and their presentation. The advantage of this is that
it records a very realistic lecture experience.|7] On the other hand, the disadvantage is that the instructor is kept
close to the podium and this may result in less engagement with the students in the room. Nevertheless, the
technology continues to advance, for instance using cameras that follow the instructor’s movements in the room.

Other systems, instead, capture only the slides of the presentation given in the lecture, together with the audio
recorded using a microphone. While these recordings may tend to feel less personal and interactive, they may
give the instructor more flexibility (a wireless microphone also gives more freedom of movement) and induce a
more natural teaching experience since instructors do not need to worry about how they look on camera.
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Figure 2: list of lecture recordings available for the Business Economics Il students at the University of
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Lecture recordings offer numerous potential advantages. Recordings may provide useful support to those students
who have missed a lecture. Also, since videos can be paused, rewound and fast-forwarded, students can revise
multiple times particularly challenging aspects of the material covered during lectures. Indeed, recordings can be
useful for revision in general before an important piece of assessment.

In what follows we consider two questions. First, we discuss whether students value, and indeed use, recordings.
Second, we discuss whether instructors value the use of recordings.

Do students use and value recordings?

In practice, there are important questions that each instructor should consider when releasing a lecture recording.
For example, do students use recordings? When and how? What is students’ willingness to pay for recordings?
What are the effects that these media have on students’ performance? These issues have been explored in the
literature.

Agarwal and Day (1998) showed that various forms of internet enhancement to teaching (email, discussion
boards, etc.) may have a positive effect on students’ performance. Flores and Savage (2007) and Savage (2009)
studied economics students’ demand for recordings and the effect of recorded lectures on their performance.
Specifically, Flores and Savage (2007) considered a type of recording that films the instructor and requires them
to stay close to a podium. The authors used choice experiment data to estimate economics students’ willingness to
pay for recorded lecturers compared to instructor movement away from the podium. The analysis showed that
groups of students have different willingness to pay for recordings. In particular, those who appreciate recordings
were willing to pay an additional $90. The authors, in addition, found a positive correlation between the use of
recordings and exam grades.

Savage (2009) studied the effects of the release of recordings on an intermediate microeconomics module and
found a positive, but not significant, effect on students’ performance. It is important to notice that Flores and
Savage (2007) and Savage (2009) considered rather small sample sizes. A larger sample size was considered in
Chen and Lin (2012). They studied the relationship between the use of recorded lectures and exam performance

https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/media/ 4/25



17/09/2024, 12:00 The Use of Media and Technology in the Classroom

among 312 microeconomics students in Taiwan. They showed that particular groups of students are more inclined
to use recordings. In particular, students who tend to skip most classes and male students are more likely to access
recorded lectures. In general, most students tend to access the recordings just before exams. The authors showed
also the existence of a significant and positive relationship between the use of recorded lectures and grades.

In general, when asked, students tend to report that they appreciate the opportunity to be offered lecture
recordings, claiming that they are a valuable support to their learning and revision. Interestingly, students’ claims
reported in surveys may not correspond to the actual willingness to pay for a service. Taplin et al. (2011)
estimate the willingness to pay of accounting (UG and PQG) students for recordings. While students claimed to
appreciate the resource, only a small number of them would actually be willing to pay for it. The authors also
found out that many students in reality did not access the recordings regularly. What Taplin et al. highlight is the
need for a deep understanding of students’ willingness to pay and their use of recordings.

Elliott and Neal (2016) used a revealed preference approach to answer these questions. The authors monitored
for two years the frequency of access to recordings, the time of day and the length of viewing for students taking
a large year 1 economics module. They identified spikes in access in the days before pieces of assessment were
released. They also detected regularities in the use of the lecture recordings. Interestingly, the authors reported a
significantly higher use (84% and 95% in each respective year) of the resources than previously reported in the
literature.[8] The authors argued that lecture recordings are treated by students as a supplement to lectures rather
than a perfect substitute. Finally, they mentioned how lecture recordings may provide invaluable support to
students with special learning needs. Indeed, instructors should not forget that such students may welcome the
opportunity to pause or go multiple times over a lecture.

Jones and Olczak (2016) studied the effect of lecture recording on the cohort of a large introductory economics
module taught in a Business School.[9] They showed that students’ performance in other modules and previous
economics experience are the key determinants of performance. Lecture recording, nonetheless, tends to help
counteract the lack of previous economics experience of some students.

Sometimes students may be asked to contribute to a lecture. In particular, they may be asked to present in front of
the class. In this type of situation lecture recordings may become a powerful tool to improve students’ confidence,
communication and presentation skill.[10] Students would be able to watch the recording of their presentation
and, accompanied by feedback from the instructor and the rest of the class, can learn and improve their
communication skills.

Do instructors use and value recordings?

While evidence appears to point toward a general appreciation by students of the resource and a positive effect on
their performance, instructors may sometimes be uncomfortable with lecture recording. In general, their reasons
are that recordings may have a significant negative effect on students’ attendance and instructors’ performance
may be affected by the awareness that they are being recorded. Regarding the first issue, evidence is inconclusive
about whether release of recordings affects lecture attendance.[11] In addition, we would invite instructors to
consider whether lecture attendance should be valued per se. In other words, is a reduction in lecture attendance
necessarily a problem (especially when evidence seems to show that students’ performance is nonetheless
positively affected by the recordings)?

We see two considerations that need to be discussed. First, students will be inclined to attend lectures that provide
some element of useful interaction. A lecture based on a one-way delivery of information would be completely
captured by a recording and students would have no incentive to attend. For this reason, the use of technological
innovation (some of which we shall discuss in this chapter) that allows instructors to better interact with students
would prove to be an excellent ally to the instructor who values lecture attendance and interaction. Second, if the
students almost exclusively learning from recordings are able to perform at least as well as those students who
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attend the lectures, this may imply that module assessment may need some re-thinking. In particular, assessment
should be tailored in a way to favour critical thinking, discussion and communication skills. In other words, if
students knew that they will be assessed on their critical understanding of the subject and lectures provided a
platform for critical discussion and interaction, then students would be incentivised to attend lectures and
recordings would be a very useful supplement, but not a substitute, to classroom teaching.

Instructors should also try to overcome the fear that their performance may be negatively affected by the
awareness that their words and teaching are being recorded. Indeed, even if institutional lecture recording were
not in place, nowadays students possess portable technology to record lectures. It is a fact that our teaching is
already being recorded, even without our knowledge or consent. It would be, then, advisable if instructors
embraced the fact and used the recordings as an opportunity to improve their delivery.

A final note on lecture recording. There may be some legal considerations that should be taken into account,
especially when students present during lectures.[12] We advise instructors to seek advice from their institution's
eLearning support.

3. Digital media

Nowadays, technology allows instructors to produce more effective and engaging digital media at ever lower
cost. Instructors may decide to release digital media for various reasons. Ultimately, media can help students with
understanding difficult concepts, they engage their attention and entertain, and, if used in a flipped classroom,
free valuable lecture time for discussion and interaction.

Digital media and flipped classrooms

In a flipped classroom (see Lage et al. (2000), Yamarik (2007), Bishop and Verleger (2013) and Roach
(2014)), students are expected to watch videos (or any other type of digital resource) before coming to class,
replacing time that would be spent in a conventional lecture. Specifically, video can convey essential
information that may be a prerequisite to a specific lecture, including dry and technical material such as the
proof of a theorem, solutions to long exercises, etc. Particularly abstract or complicated concepts may be
best conveyed using visual support (see for example Vazquez and Chiang (2014)) such as video and
dynamic plots produced using mathematical software. This would free time during contact hours to test
students’ understanding and to discuss more advanced and engaging material, including real life examples
and applications.

Before providing a critical description of types of media that can be used, we offer a general caveat. It is
important to make sure that students understand when and why they are expected to access particular media. They
have to know what they are required to do and what role the media play toward their learning. In other words,
instructors need to make sure that media that are deemed essential for the learning of students are clearly
indicated (for example with the description accompanying the link on the learning environment). In addition,
students need to be told when and why they are expected to access the media. Flooding lectures and virtual
learning environments with digital media without providing guidance would be confusing and counterproductive.

Figure 3: example of media available in the virtual learning environment Blackboard
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In what follows we discuss the advantages and disadvantages of various types of digital media that could be
produced and released to students.

— Audio files
— Visual material
— Videos

— Homemade videos

Audio files

The advantage of audio files (for example MP3) is that they are easy and cheap to create and they can be easily
accessed by students.[13] For example, standard mobile phones would allow instructors to create audio files and
students to play them in environments where other forms are learning are not feasible, such as while running or at
the gym). Audio files can provide an introductory description of a lecture or a topic, or personalised feedback on
the work submitted by students[14]. It is important to keep in mind the possibility that students with hearing
disabilities may be part of the cohort. In this case, instructors should make sure to provide the same information
contained in the audio files using a visual medium. Disability support colleagues can advise on alternatives.

Visual material

Learning via visual experience tends to be effective and long-lasting.[15] Visual media can provide accessible,
immediate and sometimes interactive information. Photos, diagrams, graphs can be easily created[16],
outsourced|[17] and shared with students, whether as part of a lecture presentation or linked in their own right. To
be most effective, visual media should be effectively labelled and properly integrated in the presentation (for
example adequately introduced and accompanied by text/audio description).

Pictures with humorous content, sensitively chosen, can entertain and engage in an otherwise long and technical
section of a lecture.

https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/media/ 7125



17/09/2024, 12:00 The Use of Media and Technology in the Classroom
Figure 4: a humorous description of elementary functions according to the “maths dance”
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Videos

As well as images and audio files, economics-related videos are increasingly available online to instructors and
students. Online videos on statistics and mathematics are provided via, respectively, the DeSTRESS[18] and
Metal[19] projects. Videos from public sources (for example YouTube) can be embedded in virtual learning
environments and support the other course material, by illustrating an aspect of it or by providing an alternative
mode of explanation.

Figure 5: examples of Youtube videos uploaded on Blackboard for the Advanced Mathematics students at
the University of Manchester.
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In addition, videos can stimulate discussion, if played in suitably equipped lecture rooms. It is advisable that,
before playing a video during lectures, instructors provide some preliminary information to students, for example
asking them to consider specific issues that will be then discussed after the end of the video.

It is well-known that the attention span of individuals is significantly less than the one hour of a standard lecture.
A video can break up the monotony and re-engage students.
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Economics in popular culture

There is an increasing number of sources providing videos that convey economics concepts via the medium
of popular culture. For example, Dirk Mateer’s site provides a large number of economics-related videos
making use of pop culture examples. A list of “distractions” (including films, video clips and songs) for
economics students and instructor is also available on the StudyingEconomics.ac.uk site. There are also
sites that present economics concepts using clips from popular TV series. See, for example, The Economics
of Seinfeld, Economics of "The Office" or, more recently, Bazinganomics which provides clips from the
popular show “The Big Bang Theory” where economics/mathematics concepts are mentioned or hinted at.

Figure 6: the homepage of Bazinganomics.
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With these and similar sources, there is a potential to find a clip that lightens the tone and re-engages
students (if that is needed) while still connecting to the content of the lecture.

Homemade videos

Instructors do not need necessarily to outsource videos. Advancements in hardware (for example the increasing
affordability of tablets provided with a stylus pen) and software[20] allow instructors to create their own videos,
populate their own YouTube channels and, ultimately, provide material that students can access online or
download. For example, preliminary introductions to a topic, proofs of theorems, or solutions to exercises can be
all captured in a video for students to watch before the lecture. As well as providing helpful support to students
that complements the lecture, videos also free up contact time for interaction and discussion of more advanced
and engaging material, including real-world applications.
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Figure 7: Videos on oligopoly theory, created with Camtasia software, available in Blackboard to Business

Economics II students at the University of Manchester.
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With modern smartphones and tablet devices having quite sophisticated cameras and editing software, students
are in a position to produce their own audio and video material. Instructors should consider challenging student
groups to create their own material applying economic concepts.[21] This involves students in collaboration,
subject knowledge and information skills as well as employable communication skills. We shall discuss student-
made media in some detail in Section 6.

Figure 8: Recording and editing a video clip with Camtasia software
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Figure 9: a flash video embedded in lecture slides for Advanced Maths students at the University of
Manchester.
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4. Personal response systems (“clickers”)

We have mentioned above the importance for students of interaction during lectures. Interaction is essential to
engage and motivate students and, ultimately, to incentivize them to attend classes, especially if lecture
recordings are available online.[22] Of course, interaction is not always easy, especially in larger classes. One
way to interact with the class involves posing (multiple/discrete choice) questions which students answer by
raising their hands or, for more variety of response, coloured cards. While commendable, this approach has at
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least two drawbacks. First, students' answers are not anonymous and this may affect responses. Second, it is not
always easy to extract and record information from a sea of raised hands.

Fortunately, technological advancements include personal response systems that anonymously collect and record
the answers of students. A popular system is TurningPoint.[23] Specifically, instructors can embed MCQs in
Microsoft PowerPoint presentations which students answer using remote controls (“clickers”) that have been
distributed at the beginning of the lecture. These are wirelessly connected to a USB dongle on the lecture theatre
PC. The advantages of clickers have been reported by various contributions in the literature. Laurillard (2013)
discusses the role that questions, rather than answers, may play in encouraging understanding. Draper and
Brown (2004) and Bruff (2009) stress the benefits to students' learning of giving them a more active role.

Figure 10: the PowerPoint command panel enhanced with TurningPoint features.
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The software records the answers and produces reports that can be shown and discussed with the class.

Figure 11: the new QT2 handset (on the left) and a smart phone (on the right) showing the result of a
poll.
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Personal response systems are particularly useful when teaching large classes. Carrying, distributing and
collecting a large number of (expensive) clickers may be, however, a little discouraging for many. Recently it has
been noted (see Middleditch and Moindrot (2015b)) that an increasing number of students have portable
devices (smartphones, tablets and laptops) with internet access during lectures. Recent software
developments|24] take advantage of students' own hardware and make the use of clickers unnecessary.
Essentially, students are given a web link through which they can provide answers online.
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Figure 12: TurningPoint/Responseware on multiple devices.

Personal response systems can enhance a lecture in a variety of ways.[25] Of course, questions are ideal to make
the lecture more engaging and interactive.[26] Instructors can ask a question at the beginning to introduce a topic,
store the answers provided by students, and then ask the question again at the end of the class to see changes in
students' understanding. Questions can be released at the end of a lecture or topic to recap or test students'
understanding. Thanks to their anonymity, and new systems that allow free-text input, personal response systems
can also collect more varied information from students, including feedback on the lecture.

Peer Instruction

A very interesting way to employ a personal response system is peer instruction (see Crouch and Mazur
(2001)). Peer instruction uses structured questioning and small group discussion tasks. This approach has the
potential to engage students through discussion. Employing peer instruction, Middleditch and Moindrot
(2015b) discuss how personal response systems can facilitate interaction among students during a lecture.
Students may be asked to discuss and motivate their answers with peers. The instructors then reiterate the
questions and discuss with the class any change in the distribution of answers.

If carefully planned and adequately managed,[27] personal response systems allow instructors to engage students
while providing them with useful information, practice and interaction. Well-chosen questions can enhance the
lecture material, giving students another level of involvement and giving the lecturer useful feedback. In section
6 we shall discuss how instructors can also use social media to interact with students.

Student surveys report a positive evaluation of the use of clickers. Elliott (2003), in particular, describes a very
positive experience related to the use of clickers in an intermediate microeconomics module. Similarly,
Middleditch and Moindrot (2015a) point out an increasing use of student-owned devices to access the personal
response system and a consistent positive effect in student satisfaction in (year 1 and year 2) macroeconomics
modules.

5. Online assessment and the use of media

Online assessment is very common in economics modules. Its key advantage, especially for large classes, is
immediate feedback to the students. Moreover, online practice with objective-answer questions, can be very
useful for students to reinforce their understanding and can be used by instructors as formative and summative
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assessment. Indeed, many textbooks provide companion websites that supply supplementary material including
assessment based on multiple choice quizzes.[28]

Popular learning environments provided by publishers include Pearson’s MyEconLab (and new arrival Revel),
McGraw Hill’s Connect, Cengage’s Aplia and Wiley’s Wiley Plus. Virtual learning environments, such as
Blackboard and Moodle, allow instructors to construct assignments from multiple choice, true/false, fill-the-
blanks, and other types of questions. In addition, questions can embed figures, diagrams and audio or video clips.

Standard online assignments have drawbacks, however. Questions and feedback tend to be standardized.
Especially with MCQs, students are not incentivised to understand the material in its entirety, but only have to
identify (often by a process of sequential elimination) the answer most likely to be correct.

There are two recent developments that could allow instructors to move away from standard and repetitive
MCQs. The first is the use of more interactive visual material, such as clickable images and interactive diagrams.
The second is the possibility for questions to adapt to students’ performance; for example, questions that, if
answered incorrectly, provide additional questions and hints to help the student towards a correct answer. The
platform MapleTA,[29] built around the mathematical software Maple, supports the creation of algorithmic
questions and analytic manipulation.[30] It can also create adaptive questions and clickable diagrams. A very
important advantage of MapleTA is full integration with virtual learning environments such as Blackboard. This
means that taking an assignment does not require logging in to a different site.

Clickable images / Sketch-the-graph questions

MapleTA allows instructors to create questions that show a visual item (for example a diagram, a figure, even a
table with data) where students are asked to identify a particular portion and click on it. Figure 13 shows a
question asking students to identify the area of the graph representing the profit of a monopolist. The advantage
of this type of question is that students interact directly with the figure, instead of picking the most likely
alternative among a set of possible answers.
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Figure 13: example of clickable question in MapleTA
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The visual content does not have to be a diagram. Figure 14 below shows a question asking students to study the

payoff matrix of a very simple 2x2 simultaneous move game and identify a player's best response. Again, students

will have to understand and interact with the whole payoff matrix, not just a subset as is often the case with

MCQs.

Figure 14: clickable image question with a pay-off matrix
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Ideally, instructors may want students to be able to reproduce diagrams. The sketch-the-graph question type
requires students to use MapleTA's graphic toolbox to draw a diagram. Figure 15 shows a question asking
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students to draw the demand function and profit maximisation choice from figure 13.

Figure 15: an example of “sketch the graph” question in MapleTA
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Adaptive questions

In a standard multiple choice question, a wrong answer gets no mark (or negative marks) and, possibly, feedback
including the correct answer. This may be a little frustrating and disheartening to some students, in particular to
those who have a general understanding of the material. Ideally, instructors would give students a combination of
encouragement ("You did not get it right. It's OK, let's approach the question step-by-step"), technical information
(for example "recall the concept of...") and questions (not necessarily multiple choice) to test their effective
understanding. The student would thus learn to identify important concepts and apply them correctly. Eventually,
the student should be awarded at least a partial mark. This is what any instructor would do in one-to-one or small
group teaching.

This personalised approach cannot be replicated with standard online assignments. Fortunately, MapleTA allows
adaptive online questions that do precisely what we are suggesting. Students can be prompted with an additional,
and related, sub-question if they get the main question wrong. This way, instructors can guide students step by
step and support them in finding alternative ways to answer the original question. If carefully designed,
essentially every question in MapleTA can be adaptive and combine various question types.

Figure 16 shows an adaptive version of the graphical question from Figure 15 above.
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Figure 16: adaptive question in MapleTA
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6. Social media and facilitating contributions from
students

Instructors are increasingly complementing their teaching resources with student input and collaboration using
social media including virtual learning environments.[31] The advantage is that students can collaborate
informally using their own portable devices. The advantage of social media inside and outside the classroom has
been highlighted and described in Junco et al. (2011) and (2013).[32] Specifically, these contributions (using a
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control group) show that students exposed to social media became more engaged and performed better. The
authors observed a positive effect of social media on the degree of collaboration among students. Figure 17 shows
examples of tweets posted on a UG Macroeconomic Tweeter page as described in Middleditch and Moindrot
(2015b).

Figure 17: the use of Twitter in a intermediate macroeconomics module as described in Middleditch and
Moindrot (2015b).
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Enhanced collaboration among students is especially advantageous in a large module. Students may answer some
of the questions posted by other students and contribute to the discussion. This should reduce the volume of
queries to the teaching staff.

In this respect, social media can build a role for students as creators of resources. This role offers positive effects
on their understanding of the subject and their communication and transferable skills.[33] Bahrani et al. (2016),
for example, describe their experience introducing “Econ-selfies”, photos where students are asked to highlight
the intuition behind an economic concept. The interesting part of the practice is to motivate students to think in
economics terms using a medium—the selfie—that they are very well-versed to produce and share. In the same
spirit, Spielmann and Chaudhury (2016) describe the possibility of asking students to make an “economics
movie”.[34] When students are assessed on the production of a media file describing an example or an
application of an economics concept, they are induced to think of the concept in very real terms.

An important message here is that it does not necessarily have to be the instructor who is the producer and
distributor of media content. Students can be producers as well as consumers of these media.[35] In this sense,
there are various benefits available. Instructors can obtain inspiration and ideas from students’ work; students can
access media made by other students, who presumably may have a closer sensitivity and connection to the topic
and, commenting or sharing the material can make the process of learning more collaborative.

7. Conclusions

The aim of this chapter has been to provide a guide to some of the most popular forms of technological
innovation in higher education teaching, with a particular focus on economics teaching. We have stressed that
students tend to have preferences over the use of technology in education and it is important that instructors take
these preferences into consideration when innovating in their teaching. Indeed, if technological innovation is
carefully planned and implemented, it can help educators meet students' needs and improve their learning
experience.
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What students really want

In the introduction we described the insights regarding what students really want when concerned with the
use of technology in higher education provided by the submissions to a Jisc competition. How do the
innovation practices described in this chapter match students’ needs?

Personalised learning.

Students expressed a desire for more personalised teaching. Identifying and producing digital resources (for
example audio and video files) and releasing them for students to access when required can improve the
learning experience. Adopting video capture, students can access the information provided during lecture at
their own pace and when most convenient. In addition, the use of online assignment (possibly enhanced with
adaptive features) and personal response systems allows instructors to tailor assessment and practice and
revision to the particular needs of each student.

Networking

Students expressed a need to access platforms to communicate and share information with other students.
We explained that personal response systems and social media allow students to interact with the instructors
and with the rest of the class. Similarly, when students are asked to access online video posted by
instructors, they may be allowed to post comments and initiate a debate. We also stressed that students
should be invited, when possible, to contribute to discussions and production of digital resources.

We have critically discussed some of the most common forms of technological applications in higher education.
In particular we have identified the advantages and disadvantages of various practices and highlighted the
importance of assessing the pedagogical benefits and costs.

An important message that this chapter has put forward is that students should be at the centre of the teaching
innovation process. They are the end users of the outputs of technological innovation in learning. It is essential
that instructors acquire a good understanding of students' needs and, at the same time, consider ways to allow
students to contribute to the development of teaching practices and digital resources that could benefit peers and
future cohorts.
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Notes

[1] https://www.jisc.ac.uk/news/digital-savvy-students-offered-Sk-grants-20-may-2013
[2] https://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/what-students-really-want
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[3] https://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/using-technology-to-improve-curriculum-design

[4] See for example https:/www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/online-learning

[5] See, for example, Watts and Schaur (2011) and Goffe and Kauper (2014).
[6] See Manochehr (2006), Olczak (2014), Raymond et al. (2008).

[7] See Flores and Savage (2007).

[8] See also Andrews et al. (2013).

[9] See also Davis et al. (2009), Al Nashash and Gunn (2013) and Woo et al. (2008) for similar contributions in
engineering departments.

[10] See Smith and Sodano (2011).
[11] See Toppin (2011).
[12] https://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/recording-lectures-legal-considerations

[13] Text-to-speech tools help instructors to turn digital text into audio files. Text-to-speech tools can be found in
Microsoft Office and Acrobat Reader and plugins are available in popular internet browsers such as Google
Chrome and Mozilla Firefox.

[14] Online assessment tools, such as Turnitln (see Stephenson and Cortinhas (2013)) and the assignment tool
in the virtual learning environment Blackboard allows instructors to record audio feedback for students.

[15] This pedagogical approach has been adopted by the Montessori method of teaching mathematics to primary
school children. Interestingly, algebraic and geometric concepts and procedures (for example how to calculate the
cube of a binomial) can be easily and effectively be taught to students using visual objects like the Montessori
binomial cube. See also Vazquez and Chiang (2014).

[16] Graphs and diagrams can be created with the Microsoft Office package (or similar open source alternatives).
More advanced (for example 3D plots) can be created with mathematical software such as Mathematica or Maple.
Pezzino (2016) discusses the use of dynamic plots created with the software Mathematica to teach economics
concepts such strategic interaction in oligopoly models.

[17] Alternatively, copyright-cleared images are easy to source from a range of collections including Pixabay,
Flickr CC and Wikimedia Commons.

[18] http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/statistics
[19] http://www.metalproject.co.uk/

[20] Screencast-o-matic, TinyTake or Jing are examples of screen capture software that allows instructors to
add audio (such as music or their voice) to the capture of their computer screen and produce video files. Latest
versions of Microsoft PowerPoint have a screen recording tool under the Insert options. Features such as video
editing and online sharing in YouTube channels are also provided in applications such as Camtasia.
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[21] Getting students to produce audio/visual material to be used and reviewed by their peers is in the same spirit
as using wikis to create text-based material (see Stephenson and Cortinhas (2013)).

[22] See Simpson and Oliver (2007).

[23] https://www.turningtechnologies.com

[24] There are various platforms in the market that provide solutions that allow students to submit answers using
their smartphones/tablets. Among others, instructors can consider Responseware, Socrative and
PollEverywhere.

[25] For a collection of case studies see: https://www.turningtechnologies.com/case-studies

[26] See Broussard (2012), Freeman et al. (2007) and Koenig (2010).

[27] Draper and Brown (2004) suggest that spending time carefully developing effective questions is essential
to maximise the benefits of a personal response system.

[28] Olczak (2014) identifies a positive effect of publishers’ web-based resources on student learning.
[29] http://www.maplesoft.com/products/mapleta/index personas.aspx

[30] These features should be particularly welcome by those instructors teaching modules with mathematical
content. The fact that MapleTA can process algebraic expressions implies that expressions 2a+b and b+2a are
considered to be equal. This would not be true in assignments created within standard virtual learning
environments. In addition, MapleTA allows instructors to access all Maple packages and use algorithms to create
randomised mathematical objects such as variables, equations, matrices, etc.

[31] See the student guide to social media for learning, created by the university libraries of Leeds, York and
Manchester available at https://www.escholar.manchester.ac.uk/learning-objects/social-media-guide/.

[32] Some contributions in the literature are, however, more cautious in attributing advantages to social media. In
particular, these contributions stress Kassens-Noor (2012) and Graham (2014), the importance of carefully
implementing the use of social media (including considering the use of incentives to guide students’ behaviour) in
a module and the possibility that social media may be a distracting force especially in those modules where
student self-refection may be particularly important.

[33] See https://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/enhancing-the-digital-student-experience/empower-students-to-
develop-their-digital-environment.

[34] See the recent RES video competition.

[35] The same idea is behind the use of wikis, i.e. collaborative texts on economics topics created by students
under the guidance and supervision of the instructor. See Stephenson and Cortinhas (2013).
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1. Introduction

— 1.1 Background

— 1.2 The objectives and purpose of assessment

1.1 Background

It is difficult to overestimate the impact assessment has on learning. For the majority of students it determines (a)
the topics on the syllabus they choose to study (b) how much time they spend studying them and (c) how they go
about studying them. For example, do they simply try to memorise the course content or do they attempt to
understand the material? Unfortunately, tutors tend to spend most of their time thinking about module content and
delivery i.e. how to run large and small group teaching. Assessment considerations tend to be something of an
afterthought. One possible cause of this bias is that academics are not representative of their classes: they are
much more intrinsically motivated in the subject than the majority of people they teach.
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Given its importance, it is worrying that evidence from the National Student Survey suggests that students are
less satisfied with assessment and feedback than any other aspect of their educational experience in higher
education. For example, in 2018, 86 per cent of economics students agreed that ‘staff are good at explaining
things’. This figure falls to 66 per cent for those who agreed that ‘I have received helpful comments on my work’.

One reason for this poor experience is clearly increasing student numbers. Many institutions have been able to
exploit economies of scale in delivery by simply increasing class sizes i.e. by spreading fixed and ‘lumpy’ costs.
Evidence from the NSS suggests that most universities have done this whilst maintaining student satisfaction with
the quality of teaching. Assessment and feedback, however, has a higher proportion of variable costs. The
resources required to grade and provide traditional written feedback tend to increase proportionally with the
number of students on the module.

There is also less innovation in assessment than teaching. This is probably because of the greater perceived risk.
Tutors are more likely to trial different methods of delivery as, if they are unproductive, it only affects one or a
small number of classes. However, if new and different types of assessment prove ineffective or detrimental to
student performance, the potential impact is much greater and longer lasting.

1.2 The objectives and purpose of assessment

Assessment is complex and has a number of competing objectives. These include:

1. Promoting/supporting learning: Assessment design should support and encourage effective and deep
learning. This is often referred to as ‘assessment for learning’

2. Measurement: Another purpose of assessment is to measure (a) what students have learnt on the
module/course and (b) the level/depth of this understanding. It judges the extent to which students
have achieved the learning outcomes for the module and programme. This is often referred to as
‘assessment of learning’.

3. Providing feedback for tutors: Assessment performance helps tutors to evaluate the effectiveness of
their own teaching. A relatively low distribution of final grades and/or poor feedback comments on
student questionnaires should trigger some reflection by the module leader.

4.  Identifying students: Assessment performance can help to identify those students who are struggling
to meet learning outcomes and may need extra support and guidance.

Module leaders need to keep these objectives in mind when thinking about assessment. They also need to take
into account the manageability of the process. The two most important costs for a tutor are the time it takes to (a)
write assessment questions, and (b) grade and provide feedback.

Section 2 of this handbook chapter focuses on assessment for learning in more detail while section 3 examines
some implications of assessment design within a module i.e. the number/ structure of coursework and type of
examination. Section 4 considers the implications of using different types of assessment question and, given their
popularity, discusses the use of multiple-choice questions in some detail. It also includes cases studies that outline
some alternative types of assessment. Section 5 concentrates on methods of feedback — the area of assessment
where students express the least satisfaction with their experience in higher education.

Section 6 of the handbook focuses on two important issues when considering the measurement function of
assessment — validity and reliability. The validity of an assessment is the extent to which it measures what it
purports to measure, i.e. students’ understanding of module content. For example, the extent to which guesswork
as opposed to knowledge can influence grades. The reliability of an assessment is the extent to which grading is
consistent both between different assessors (inter-marker reliability) and by the same assessor (intra-marker
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reliability). The chapter provides some tips on how to improve both reliability and validity, but recognises the
trade-offs that exist.

2. Assessment for learning

One of the key functions of assessment is to facilitate, motivate and support learning — assessment for learning.
Assessment can support learning in two important ways.

Firstly, there is the process of completing the work i.e. the research, reading, writing and revision. Therefore, both
the design within a module (the number of coursework vs exam) and the type of question (fixed vs open
response) play a key role in promoting and determining the level/depth of learning.

Secondly, there is the communication between marker and student about the quality of work both during and after
its completion. This includes (a) information on strengths and weaknesses and (b) advice on how to improve
performance in the future. For feedback to be effective, students must act upon it.

Section three of this chapter discusses some of the implications of assessment design within a module while
section four discusses different styles of question and types of assessment. Section five discusses feedback in
more detail.

2.1 The importance of assessment

It is difficult to overestimate how important coursework, tests and exams are in the learning process. Some widely
cited studies from the 1970s concluded that assessment was by far the most important factor that determined
students’ study time. Snyder (1971) found that students differentiated between the actual curriculum and the
hidden curriculum i.e. what they needed to know to perform well in graded work. Miller and Parlett (1974)
coined the term ‘cue seekers’ to describe those students who go to great lengths to find out the best way to answer
a question or what topics they need to learn for the examination. More recently, Thomas, Hockings, Ottaway
and Jones (2015) found that the number of non-contact study hours depends on the perceived assessment
demand of the modules. Chevalier, Dolton and Lurrman (2017) carried out an interesting study on a large first
year Principles of Economics module that uses on-line quizzes to promote continuous learning. The authors found
that making the quizzes count towards the final grade increases the participation rate by 42 — 62 percentage
points.

Evidence and experience indicates that the majority of students concentrate on tasks where they see the most
direct and obvious impact of their actions on their marks/grades i.e. a clear line of sight. The tendency to ignore
non-graded tasks may also increase with experience e.g. final year undergraduates focus more on graded work
than students in the first year of the course.

Therefore, assessment is very important as it potentially has a bigger impact on learning than the actual teaching
on a module. Gibbs and Simpson (2004) argue that assessments should encourage:

— An appropriate amount of study time. The perceived demands of the assessment should incentivise
students to exert enough effort so they can develop a deep understanding of the material.

— A relatively even distribution of study time throughout the duration of the module. Students will develop
a deeper understanding of the material if they work consistently as opposed to a few hours or days of
intensive study just before a coursework deadline or examination. Unfortunately, a combination of much
larger student numbers and resource constraints make it very difficult for tutors to mark regular problem
sheets, essays or other types of homework.
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— Study time on high-quality learning activities. It is important that students do not perceive memorising
and rote learning as effective ways to achieve high grades.

3. Assessment design to promote learning

— 3.1 Traditional closed-book examinations
— 3.2 Some alternative types of examinations

— 3.3 Coursework

How can different assessment design within a module help to address the conditions identified by Gibbs and
Simpson (2004)? What are the advantages and limitations of the traditional closed book examination and what
alternatives are available? How many pieces of coursework in a module are both desirable and feasible? This
section of the handbook discusses these issues in more detail.

3.1 Traditional closed-book examinations

Traditional closed book examinations are by far the most widely used and heavily weighted assessment
component on the majority of economics modules. It is difficult to set a time-constrained exam where students
have to answer questions that test their understanding of the entire module content. Typically, questions only
cover a subset of the curriculum so both the level and specificity of any guidance is an important factor.

If the lecturer provides very little advice about the topics the exam paper will cover, then ignoring any of the
course content is a risky strategy for students. The fear of not learning an examined topic could incentivise risk
averse students to work harder and more consistently throughout the module.

However, students’ perceptions of the demands of the exam might not align with that of the tutor. They may
believe it is possible to predict exam questions and so spend large amounts of time acting strategically[1] rather
than focussing their efforts on mastery of the module content. This approach may also reduce the validity of
assessment, as grades partly depend on luck.

If tutors provide more guidance, students may learn some topics in greater depth and gain a deeper understanding.
However, there is a danger it reduces the perceived demands of the assessment, leads to lower effort levels and
results in more inconsistent patterns of studying with students completely ignoring some topics. Some
educational researchers also argue that traditional exams promote low quality learning activities such as attempts
to memorise material and are a poor predictor of long-term learning and understanding of course content.

[1] This includes continual visits by some students in staff office hours with questions designed to reveal
information about what is on the exam rather than about the understanding of module content.

3.2 Some alternative types of examinations

There are a number of innovative alternatives to the standard closed book examination.
Open Book Examinations

Open book examinations vary by the amount of material the assessor permits students to take into the exam room.
In some cases, there are no limits. The students are free to take whatever materials they wish into the room. In
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other open book exams, the assessor places certain restrictions. Some examples include specified papers, books
and limits on the quantity of notes i.e. one A4 sheet of notes.

One advantage with using this type of format is that it gives students more time to demonstrate higher order
thinking skills as opposed to simple recall of basic information. It may also effectively signal that deeper learning
is required to achieve high grades.

One potential disadvantage is the possibility it leads to less revision and exam preparation as some students
overestimate how much they can effectively utilise books and notes in the exam.

Open Examinations
There are two broad categories of open examination.

1. The assessor gives students a task to complete in a much shorter time-period than coursework i.e.
overnight or within a couple of days.

2. The assessor gives the student the assessment topic/questions and/or specific material (i.e. a case
study/journal articles) to read and research before the exam. After a period for research/revision,
students have to answer questions under normal exam conditions. If tutors provide detailed guidance
for a closed book examination, there is a danger it effectively becomes this type of open examination
but with lower expectations.

Open examinations can be useful if it is difficult to assess the module’s learning outcomes in time-constrained
conditions. For example, the ability to synthesise information from a wide range of academic sources. It is very
important to communicate the length of time you expect students to spend on the preparation activities.

Case study 3.2.1: An example of an open examination

The tutor gave the following assessment instructions to students on an MSc Microeconomics module.

Select any firm of your choice. Discuss the microeconomic factors that you think impact on the firm's
decision-making. Highlight any challenges the firm currently faces and how microeconomics helps us
understand these challenges and possible strategies the firm could adopt to overcome them.

You must include relevant diagrams and/or mathematics in your answer. You cannot bring any notes or texts
to the exam. However, if you have collected firm and industry relevant data in the form of tables or plots,
these can be brought to the exam, discussed and submitted along with your test answer.

This format aimed to achieve a number of objectives. First, students needed to demonstrate a good understanding
of the technical content of the module. Second, they had to ask themselves, on a weekly basis, how the material
they were learning could provide insights into real firms and consumers’ decision-making. Finally, they had the
challenge of drawing together information on factors such as market share, pricing strategies and profitability
whilst using microeconomic theory to provide insights.

Students were encouraged to show the tutor some of the materials they were planning to use to check they were
suitable/appropriate. They were also advised to select a firm not being analysed by fellow students. This meant
they could work collaboratively with their peers while confident that their exam answers would be very different
from one another.
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A number of exam scripts contained very high quality work i.e. demonstrating technical knowledge while
producing detailed background research into a selected firm.

3.3 Coursework

Modules typically have one or two pieces of graded coursework to keep marking loads at a manageable level.
One limitation with this approach is that students only study content they perceive as relevant for the assessments.
It can also result in very inconsistent patterns of learning as studying in non-contact time takes place in short
intensive bursts i.e. in the weeks/day prior to the submission deadlines.

To incentivise students to work more consistently, some type of continuous assessment is usually required. How
is this possible on modules with large student numbers without creating an unmanageable marking load? There
are a number of possibilities.

The module requires the submission of numerous assessments that are marked/graded by
software rather than the tutors.

This approach is increasingly popular, with lecturers creating a series of multiple-choice tests/quizzes using on-
line products such as MyLab Economics or Aplia. The students typically complete the tests outside the
classroom and the software automatically grades the assessment and provides feedback. The use of on-line
products creates two key issues. Firstly, who pays the cost of the license? The tutor will typically have to
convince their department/school or faculty to finance the cost of any licenses as it is difficult to insist that
students pay. Secondly, how do you limit the potential for cheating? Many on-line products have features to deter
copying. These include:

— The use of pooling. With pooling, the tutor creates different versions (i.e. a pool) of each multiple-choice
question i.e. typically five to ten alternatives. It is easy to find a number of similar questions in the
various banks of questions. The software randomly selects each question from the pool so it is highly
unlikely that any two students will get the same questions on the test. Some care needs to be taken to
make sure the difficulty of each question in a given pool is similar.

— Randomising the order in which the questions appear on the test.
— Randomising the order of the answer options to any given multiple choice question

— Setting time limits for completion of the test. Once the student begins the on-line test, they have certain
amount of time to complete the questions i.e. 30 minutes.

— The release of grades/feedback after the deadline.

Some recent research indicates that this type of approach can have a positive impact on learning. Chevalier,
Dolton and Luhrmann (2017) find that graded quizzes increases the examination performance of economics
students by 0.27 of a standard deviation. There is also no evidence of any displacement effects i.e. grades and
pass rates in other modules are not negatively affected. However, a potential drawback is that it may encourage
low quality activities i.e. those that generate surface learning. There is evidence that students believe that rote
learning and memorising course content are effective strategies to perform well in multiple-choice tests (Scouler,
1998). This focus on rote learning might also crowd out other higher quality learning activities that lead to a
deeper understanding of the material.

Some tutors also question the extent to which automated on-line tests can measure high order skills of analysis,
synthesis and evaluation. Section 4.1 of this chapter discusses the use of multiple-choice tests in more detail.
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The module requires the submission of a number of assessments that tutors grade in a
relatively low cost manner

The following case briefly outlines an example

Case study 3.3.1: A log - book exercise

Some economics departments use this type of assessment in both Intermediate Microeconomics and Intermediate
Macroeconomics modules. Students have to write and submit four problem sheets that contribute ten per cent of
the module mark i.e. 2.5 per cent for each individual problem sheet. The tutor releases the exercise a week in
advance and the students write their answers during four specified seminars. The questions on the problem sheets
typically involve the completion of a set of short numerical problems and/or the representation of solutions using
diagrams. Each exercise is marked on a pass/fail basis to keep the grading process as simple as possible. The tutor
posts model solutions on the virtual learning environment. The marking criteria are as follows.

Pass

Students receive a pass grade for work of a good standard in terms of both quantity and quality. While there
may be some errors or omissions, the answers demonstrate evidence of a good understanding of the core
aspects of the material. There is also evidence of good preparation.

Fail
Students receive a fail grade for one or more of the following reasons.

— The work reflects a deep and fundamental misunderstanding of core aspects of the material.

— There is an unacceptably high frequency of mistakes and errors in the work that indicate undue
carelessness and/or a complete lack of preparation.

— The amount of work completed during the session is unacceptably low, such that significant
elements of the problem sheet are missing or incomplete.

— Absence from the class.

An alternative approach is to require students to complete a number of ten-minute mini-assessments at the end of
seminars. The questions on each mini-assessment are very short and similar in nature to the problems on the
seminar sheets. Once again, this makes them easy to mark. The highest five marks from the six mini-assessments
count towards the final grade.

The module requires the submission of a number of assessments but the tutor does not grade
them

Students have to complete all or the majority of the problem sheets in order to be eligible to complete other
assessments i.e. the final exam. The tutor does not mark or grade the work and simply provides model answers.
One obvious issue with this design is the quality of the work. How much effort will students exert on the tasks if
it is not marked and graded? Checking to see if the students have submitted all the problem sheets also involves
some administrative costs. One final issue is the credibility of the threat to exclude students from other
assessments i.e. is it consistent with university assessment regulations?
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The module requires the submission of a number of assessments but the tutor only marks and
grades a fraction of the work

In this assessment design, students have to submit a minimum number of assessments during the module i.e. the
answers to 4/5 problem sheets. The tutor posts guideline solutions for each exercise on the VLE. After the
deadline for the last problem sheet, the tutor randomly chooses and grades just one. This mark counts towards the
final grade.

The tutor needs to take care that each of the problem sheets is of approximately the same level of difficulty. This
approach may seem very unusual but in many ways mirrors that of an examination where tutors provide very
limited guidance about the topics, i.e. students' understanding of some of the module content they have learnt is
never measured/graded. It also encourages consistent study habits, i.e. taking each problem sheet seriously
because of the random selection of the one that is graded. It may induce more consistent effort than marking all
the problem sheets: students may exert less effort on a problem sheet if it is only carries a few marks.

The module requires the submission of a number of assessments that the students grade

With some practice, students may be able to mark the work of their peers effectively. It is possible for tutors to
organise peer marking in seminars by providing answer guidelines and moderating a sample to check for
consistency. Some research has found that peer marking by students to be as reliable as that of lecturers. Mostert
and Snowball (2013) discuss the use of on-line peer assessment in a first-year macroeconomics module with
over 800 students.

4. Different types question and some alternative
assessments

— 4.1 Multiple choice
— 4.2 Short answer assessments
— 4.3 Extended open response assessments

— 4.4 Some innovative types of coursework

Questions in either coursework or examination fall into two broad categories — fixed response and
open/constructed response. With fixed response assessments, students choose between the possible answers
provided by the tutor. Popular examples include true or false and multiple-choice questions. With open response
questions, students have to construct an answer either verbally or in written form. Examples include short answer
questions, essays, reports and presentations. Both fixed and open response questions are widely used on most
economics programmes. Each has relative strengths and weaknesses in the way they measure and support
learning and the costs they impose on tutors.

4.1 Multiple choice

4.1.1 Standard multiple-choice assessments

Standard multiple-choice questions are one of the most widely used types of assessment on economic
programmes both in the UK and in other countries. They are particularly prevalent in Principles of Economics
modules and are utilised in both coursework and exam. Referred to in the assessment literature as SA (single
answer), NR (number of right answers) or NC (number of correct answers), the assessor has to construct a
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question, called a stem, and a number of alternative answers — typically four or five. One of the alternative
answers is correct, while the others are distractors i.e. incorrect answers.

Correct answers receive a positive score while incorrect and unanswered questions receive a mark of zero. To
calculate the total mark for the test, the tutor simply multiplies the number of correct answers by the mark per
correct answer — usually a constant number.

Why are they so popular? What are the advantages?

— They enable the assessor to test for knowledge and understanding across a broad range of
economic/quantitative topics.

— As a measurement tool, there are no issues with reliability/consistency. This saves on the time and effort
required to ensure consistency when using other types of assessment (e.g. moderation activities).

— It reduces the costs of marking especially for tutors on modules with big student numbers.

— It is feasible to mark a large number of answer papers very quickly by tutors with no expertise in the
topic area. Many universities have also invested in technology and machines to automate the marking
process. This enables students to receive their grades promptly after submission of the work.

— Automated analysis of the results (i.e. scores by question) is also possible.

There are also a number of disadvantages

— Although they reduce the marking costs, effective multiple-choice questions are difficult to write and
take longer to construct than many other types of assessment. Writing a stem typically involves
constructing a question, a statement or incomplete statement with blanks. The tutor then has to compose
the correct answer and a number of distractors. Writing effective distractors is often the most difficult
and time-consuming part of the process. Haladyna and Downing (1989) provide the following
guidelines:

— When using a completion stem, avoid placing the blank at the beginning or middle of the
statement.

— Use the phrase ‘all of the above’ as one of the answers as sparingly as possible.
— Use the phrase ‘none of the above’ as one of the answers as sparingly as possible.

— Take care to make sure all distractors are plausible and impossible to rule out without some
knowledge/understanding of the module content.

— Use familiar yet incorrect phrases as distractors.

- Use true statements that do not answer the question.

It is possible to reduce the costs of setting this type of assessment by using banks of prewritten multiple-choice
questions. However, tutors still need to take some time checking the quality of any imported questions as they can
vary considerably. MyLab Economics and Aplia are two of the most commonly used resources in the UK and
these on-line products support some of the best-selling textbooks. Another alternative is to encourage students to
generate their own multiple-choice questions using PeerWise. This online repository enables students to create,
answer, rate and discuss questions. To incentivise participation, tutors can use some of the best questions in the
graded assessment. It is important to communicate this intention to the class.

— Students with no understanding or knowledge of the material can score marks by guessing the correct
answer. With the grading system in standard NC multiple-choice assessments, students have an incentive
to attempt questions, even when they have no understanding of the material. This reduces the validity of
the assessment.
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— Standard NC questions treat learning as if it was a dichotomous variable i.e. the student receives a mark
for complete understanding (i.e. choosing the correct answer) or zero for absence of knowledge. In
reality, learning and understanding is a continuous variable with students having varying degrees of
knowledge and understanding and the measurement instrument should reflect this. For example, open
response assessments enable students to score some marks on a given question for demonstrating partial
understanding of relevant content.

— Buckles and Siefried (2006) argue that they are not an effective way of testing for the highest levels of
understanding, synthesis and evaluation. However, the authors of the Test for Understanding College
Economics (TUCE) claim that multiple-choice questions can be used to measure the higher levels of
Bloom’s taxonomy of educational achievement.

— As discussed below, the use of multiple-choice questions may encourage students to engage in less
productive learning activities i.e. surface learning and memorisation.

4.1.2 Some different types of multiple-choice assessment

The structure and grading of multiple-choice assessments can be adapted in a surprising number of ways. Some
of these have been carefully trialled and tested to see if they address the limitations of using standard NC tests.
The following section will discuss some of these alternatives.

Negative marking

The most widely used alternative to standard multiple-choice assessments is negative marking for incorrect
answers. The main rationale for this approach is to deter guessing. One of the key issues with negative marking is
the optimal size of the penalty. How large does it need to be to deter guessing?

Many assessors set the size of the penalty so that the expected score from guessing, for a candidate with no
understanding of the material, is equal to the certain score of failing to answer the question. This is possible by
setting the penalty equal to S/(C—1), where S is the score for a correct answer while C is the number of alternative
answers in the multiple-choice questions. Therefore, where S =1 and each multiple choice test question has five
possible answers, the penalty is set to 1/ (5—1) = 0.25. The expected score from guessing is 0.8(—0.25) + 0.2(1) =
0 i.e. the same from missing out a question. If students are risk averse and have no understanding of the material,
they should always leave the question blank, as the certain score from omitting an answer is the same as the
expected score from taking a risky guess.

Negative marking does not effectively address the issue of guessing where students have partial knowledge. If
they are able to identify some of the distractors, the expected score from guessing is positive[2] and the student’s
decision to guess now depends on their risk preferences. This same issue could also arise if some of the
distractors are poorly written i.e. obviously incorrect/completely implausible. This introduces variations in test
scores that are unrelated to the depth of learning i.e. it reduces validity. Students with similar understanding of the
material may differ in their willingness to answer questions as they have different attitudes towards risk.

Survey evidence also suggests that negative marking is unpopular with students. A common complaint is that it
makes the assessments more stressful. This may reflect an element of loss aversion. One way to address this issue
is to reward students for failing to answer questions rather than penalising incorrect answers i.e. rewarding
desirable behaviour as opposed to penalising undesirable behaviour. For example, tutors could use the following
grading design. Students receive one mark for a correct answer, 1/C for an unanswered question and no marks for
an incorrect answer. The expected score for guessing when students have no knowledge is 0.2(1) + 0.8(0) = 0.2,
the same as the certain score from failing to answer the question. This removes the loss framing, but introduces an
element of grade inflation. It also fails to address the issue of partial knowledge.

Another concern with both of these approaches is that students will spend far too much time strategically thinking
whether to attempt a question rather than simply focussing on the economic content of the assessment.
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Elimination Testing

Elimination testing (ET) is a way of rewarding partial knowledge and so uses a more continuous measure of
learning. Rather than trying to identify the correct answer, students have to indicate which of the answers they
believe are incorrect. In other words, they have to identify the distractors. They can choose to eliminate up to a
maximum of C—1 of the suggested answers. The following scoring system is the most widely used with ET:

— For each distractor a student correctly eliminates, they receive a mark of S/(C—1) where S is the number
of marks awarded for a correct answer in a SA test.

— If they incorrectly eliminate the correct answer, they receive a penalty of —S.

Therefore where S = 4 and C=5, the student receives one mark for each distractor they correctly eliminate.
Identifying all four distractors on a question scores a mark of four. However, if they eliminate two distractors and
the correct answer they receive a score of =2 (+1, +1, —4).

Bradbard, Parker and Stone (2004) discuss the implementation of ET in an undergraduate macroeconomics
module. Some tutors worry that negative marking will reduce the distribution of scores for the assessment, so the
authors grade the work by adjusting the raw ET score to take account of the range of negative marks. For
example, where S =4 and C = 5, a student’s mark on a single question can range from —4 to +4. Therefore, on an
assessment with 25 questions it can range from —100 to + 100. To calculate the percentage score, the authors add
hundred marks to a student’s raw score and then divide by 200. For example, a student with a raw score of 60, is
awarded a percentage mark of 80 [= (60 + 100)/200]. They conclude that this approach reduces the incidence of
guessing and measures partial understanding in a more effective manner.

Subset selection testing

Subset selection testing (SST) is very similar to ET. However, instead of trying to identify the distractors, the
students need to identify the correct answer. The approach is different from standard NC assessments as the
students can choose more than one potentially correct answer i.e. they can choose a subset of answers. However,
the more answers they choose, the lower the mark. If a student successfully chooses one correct answer, the result
is equivalent to NC or identifying all of the distractors in ET. For each distractor included in the subset, the mark
falls by S/(C—1). Therefore if S =4 and C =5, a score of 3 is awarded if the students chooses two options that
include the correct answer and a distractor (+4, —1). If the two options chosen are both distractors, the score is —2
(-1, —1). Otoyo and Bush (2018), outline a subset selection design without any negative marking.

Confidence based marking

Confidence based marking (CBM) is another alternative design that aims to deter guessing and reward partial
knowledge. As with standard multiple-choice tests, students select a single option from the choice of answers or
decide to omit the question. If they select an option, they have to choose a level of confidence for that answer.
Most CBM schemes use a three-point scale i.e. students have to choose C =1 (low), C =2 (high) or C =3 (high).
The confidence level chosen determines the size of the positive score if the answer is correct and the size of the
negative score if it is incorrect. See an illustrative scheme in table one below.

Table one

Stated confidence level
(low) (mid) (high)
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Mark if answer is correct 1 2 3
Mark if answer is incorrect 0 —2 —4
Top Tip

When introducing any alternative to traditional multiple-choice assessments it is important to provide clear
instructions and plenty of practise opportunities before the students take the test that is graded.

Gardner-Medwin and Gahan (2003) argue that tutors need to take care with the design of the scores so that
they motivate the desired behaviour. For example, if the penalties for incorrect answers are -1, -2 and -3 in table
1, then it is never in the students' interests to choose C = 2 no matter what their level of confidence.

As with negative marking, some argue that attitudes towards risk will influence marks in a CBM scheme. For
example, it may disadvantage female students who tend to be more risk averse. However, Gardner-Medwin and
Gahan (2003) find no evidence of any gender differences in the data.

[2] If a student can correctly identify three distractors and believes that both remaining answers are equally likely
to be correct then the expected score from guessing is 0.5(1) + 0.5(-0.25) = 0.5 - 0.125 = 0.375.

4.2 Short answer assessments

Short answers questions are a type of open response assessment. The following are some examples:

Write short briefing notes on the following, explaining each concept and its significance for macroeconomic
policy:

1. Inflation bias

2. The dynamic aggregate demand curve

3. Credit-constrained households

4. The political business cycle

5. Public-sector primary surplus
Write short briefing notes on the following threshold concepts explaining each concept and its real-world
significance.

1. Markets may fail to meet social objectives

2. Rational decision making involves choice at the margin

3. People’s actions depend on their expectations

4. Elasticity of a variable to a change in a determinant
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5. The distinction between nominal and real values

The use of these types of question enables tutors to measure students’ understanding of a broader area of the
curriculum. It is also possible to measure and reward partial knowledge. Short answer questions are one of the
easier types of assessment to construct and are a useful way to develop generic skills such as writing concisely,
identifying key issues and communicating to different audiences. For example, they might mirror the short
briefing style used by professional economists or an abstract/executive summary written by academics.

One potential drawback they have in common with multiple-choice assessments is erroneously signalling that
only superficial learning of module content is required. They may be an effective way to develop and test a
student’s ability to apply economic theory but some tutors question their suitability for measuring higher order
skills such as synthesis and evaluation. If the question is broken down into small parts, there may be a tendency to
award all the marks (3/3) or none at all (0/3) and the assessment faces the same measurement issues as standard
multiple-choice questions. Ensuring consistency also requires some moderation activities.

Top Tip

It is important to make sure students and tutors have shared expectations about the appropriate length/depth
of short answer questions. Sometimes, students falsely believe an appropriate ‘short answer’ is one or two
sentences when the tutor anticipates half to a full page of writing to address the question in enough depth.

4.3 Extended open response assessments

Much longer open-response assessments, such as essays, are popular as many tutors view them as a more
effective way of developing and measuring higher order skills. For example, to construct and sustain an academic
argument in longer written answers, students have to internalise and develop a deeper understanding of economic
theories and concepts. Walstad (2006) argues that:

“An essay question challenges students to select, organise, and integrate economics material to
construct a response — all features of synthesis. An essay question is also better for testing complex
achievement related to the application of concepts, analysis of problems, or evaluation of decisions.
This demonstration of complex achievement and synthesis is said to be of such importance as a
learning objective that it is used to justify the extra time and energy required by the instructor for
grading the essays.”

Assessors can write essay questions in a number of different ways. The following are some of the more common
styles with examples shown in italics.

— Reproduce and explain relevant economic theory.

Explain the theory of perfect competition.

— Compare and contrast two or more different economic theories.

With reference to the lottery choice experiments that you played ‘in class’, assess the major differences
between expected utility theory and prospect theory.

— Apply economic theory to a real-world issue and or policy.
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Using the concept of externalities, discuss the economic rationale for imposing a per unit tax (i.e. an
excise duty) on alcoholic drinks.

Using the AD/AS framework, discuss the possible shot-term and longer-term adjustment of an economy to
a negative demand-side shock.

— Summarise relevant empirical evidence and judge the extent to which it supports the predictions of
economic theory.

Evaluate the argument that as alternative methods of raising the welfare of a target group of consumers,
unconditional cash transfers are more effective than in-kind transfers. To what extent does the evidence
suggest that the labelling of these transfers influences the way they are spent?

To what extent does the evidence suggest that Giffen goods exist in reality?

— Use economic theory/evidence to appraise a point of view, opinion or assertion.

“The predicted outcomes of a monopolistically competitive market are more efficient than those of a
perfectly competitive market.” Discuss this assertion.

Evaluate the argument that in highly financialised economies like the UK, the balance sheets of economic
agents are an important source of economic volatility.

Discuss the argument that supply-side factors are the sole determinant of the economy s potential output.
Some issues with extended writing
Tutors face a number of issues when using extended writing assessments.

— Should the essay/report be broken down into sections with marks clearly allocated to each section? For
example:

Compare and contrast the economic model of perfect competition with that of monopolistic competition
paying particular attention to:

1. their characteristic features and assumptions (20 marks)
2. the nature of the long-run market adjustment (40 marks)
3. their implications for economic efficiency (40 marks)
This may help to provide effective guidance on how to structure the work and develop a shared understanding of

what is important. However, breaking down questions in this way can also send a very prescriptive message to

students about what to write and so deter deeper learning. It also constrains the ability of markers to reward high
quality answers to particular sections of a question.

— Rather than trying to develop an internalised and deeper understanding of economic theory, students
simple cut and paste material from various sources on the internet. This may lead to the inclusion of

maths/diagrams, which are either irrelevant or not adapted to the issue referred to in a particular essay
question.

— It increases the time it takes to mark work and provide feedback. This may become unmanageable for
modules with over a hundred students.
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— Grading the quality of essays involves the tutor making subjective judgements. Factors such as the halo

effect are more likely to influence the marking. Therefore, more effort is required to ensure both intra
and inter-marker consistency.

— Tutors need to consider the levels of support they are willing and able to offer students during the
writing process. One particular issue is feedback on draft copies of work. Many students expect this
level of support as it is common in pre-university education. Therefore, tutors need to communicate the
support they offer before releasing the work to manage expectations. If assessors provide feedback on
drafts, it should focus broadly on what the student needs to do to improve the work rather than
specifically correcting the work. There is often a fine line between these two types of comment. It is also
not advisable to provide any indication of the grade as this leads to more complaints. For example, a
number of students will claim they have carried out all of the suggested improvements but not received a
significantly higher grade.

Top Tip

To keep marking at a manageable level the essay can have two-stages. The first stage is the submission of
the draft copy that receives feedback but no indication of the grade. The final copy only receives a grade and
no feedback. Another alternative is to get the students to provide feedback on each others work in a peer
feedback activity. Mostert and Snowball (2013) discuss the use of this type of activity in a first year
macroeconomics module with over 800 students.

Case study 4.31: Economics in the news[3]

This case discusses an alternative way of designing a written assessment. This particular example is from a course
on Industrial Organisation but it could easily be adapted to other topic areas in economics.

The assignment has a number of elements. Firstly, students have to select and write a 500-word academic
literature review on any topic covered in the module i.e. innovation, competition policy. The relatively low word
limit helps to develop concise writing skills. For the second part of the assignment, they have to find three articles
in The Economist or a broadsheet newspaper relating to their chosen topic area. Importantly, the publication date
for the articles must be in the same term/semester as the teaching of module. Students have to write 500-words on
each article and discuss the extent to which they either support or contradict the academic literature on the topic.
For the final part of the assignment, they have to write an appendix that lists ten further articles that relate to any
topic on the module. Once again, the publication date for the chosen articles must be in the same semester as the
module.

Some advantages with this assessment design.

— It motivates students to keep-up to date with economics news and see the real world relevance of the
technical material covered in the module. This can be very useful interview preparation for a graduate
job.

— It encourages more consistent studying during the module as opposed to very intensive bursts of effort
just prior to a deadline. At a minimum, students need to be reading and selecting relevant articles
throughout the term. To reinforce the consistency of study effort, tutors could spend a few minutes at the
beginning of each seminar asking the class for examples of articles they have found in the preceding
week.

Some students can be unsure and nervous about this type of coursework as it is different to what they have
encountered previously in their studies. For this reason, it is advisable to use some contact time to discuss
anonymised examples of work from previous years. Some tutors are nervous about discussing exemplars as they
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fear students will simply copy them in their own work. However, the requirement for articles from the current
academic year reduces the likelihood of this occurring.

[3] For more detail see Elliott and Balasubramanyam (2016)
4.4 Some innovative types of coursework

The following cases outline some alternatives to the standard methods of written assessment.

Case study 4.4.1: Using class debates[4]

The use of debates is a suitable assessment design for a wide range of topics such as (a) the Bank of England’s
decisions on interest rates (b) the UK’s decision to leave the European Union (c) A World Economic Forum on
policies to combat climate change and (d) a firm’s decision to enter an overseas market. This particular case is
from a course on competition policy.

Students self-select into groups of 4-5 and choose a competition case they want to investigate from a list prepared
by the tutor. Two groups choose each case. One represents the competition authority (i.e. the European
Commission, Competition and Market Authority) while the other represents the business under investigation (i.e.
Microsoft; Google; Intel; Qualcomm).

Before the debate, it is important to hold an initial meeting with both groups to set the scene and highlight some
of the key features of the chosen case. Then, about a week before the debate is scheduled, the tutor meets with
each group separately to check their arguments and answer any queries. These meetings play a key role in
ensuring the quality of the presentations.

The actual debate is organised in the following manner:

— For the first 15 minutes, the group representing the competition authority make their arguments. The
group representing the firm has the next 15 minutes to respond.

— For the next 10 minutes, they have the opportunity to cross-examine each other. The tutor also asks some
of their own questions as well as any from the other students in the audience.

— Each group is given a final minute to summarise their key arguments

— Finally, based on the debate, the audience vote on what they believe should be the outcome of the case.
This helps to maintain engagement during the session.

The tutor makes it clear that in some cases one group has a much harder position to defend and argue. Therefore,
the grade does not depend on the final audience vote. Instead, the assessment criteria includes factors such as the
presentation of the arguments, links to economic theory, cross-examination and response to questions and
summary of arguments.

When the debate format replaced a more traditional group presentation, student engagement improved both
during the preparation and delivery stages. The design seems to tap into the competitive desire of students to
outperform their peers and the feedback has always been positive. From the tutors viewpoint, assessing and
grading is far more enjoyable than sitting through numerous standard presentations.

https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/feedback/ 16/29



17/09/2024, 11:49 Assessment and Feedback
Case study 4.4.2: Using videos

The increasing number of students, who have high quality video cameras on their mobile phones and tablets,
makes this type of assessment far easier to implement than in the past. The following example is from a final year
option module on behavioural economics.

The assessment asks the students to apply Behavioural Economics to any real world issue or problem. The
module leader supplies some possible topics but students are free to choose as long as the tutor agrees that it is a
suitable area. The assessment brief clearly states that all students must contribute. If a member of the group does
not appear in the video, he/she has to provide a short-note outlining their contribution to the work. The guidelines
also stress that the tutor will grade the video on its economic content rather than the quality of the recording or
editing. The students can also use any type of video recording equipment.

Each group has to produce a 3-minute video. The tutor chose this duration, as it is the same as the requirement for
the Royal Economic Society Undergraduate Video Competition. The submission is via the virtual learning
environment or YouTube.

Top Tip

The Royal Economic Society (RES) often runs an undergraduate video competition. Try to follow the
guidelines in the module assessment so that students can easily submit their videos to this competition.

Some advantages over traditional in-class group presentations.

- It frees up class contact time to do other activities.

— Students no longer have to sit through numerous presentations of variable quality. They can watch the
videos submitted by the other groups, if they are interested in the topic.

— It gives tutors greater flexibility over when they watch and grade the presentations. This could help to
reduce problems of marker fatigue.

— The quality of the presentations tends to be much higher than those completed in-class. One potential
reason for this is that the format helps to remove some of the anxiety of presenting directly in front of
people. This allows students to focus on the economics content.

[4] For more detail see Olczak (2019)

5. Improving the impact of feedback

As previously discussed, one important way assessment can support learning is through effective communication
between the tutor and student about the quality of work. Numerous studies have found that feedback has a
significant impact on learning (Black and William, 1998; Hattie and Timperley, 2007; Kluger and DeNisi,
1996). However, there is considerable variability in the results. Given its potential importance, why might
students fail to respond to feedback? How can we increase the likelihood that they will engage with and act upon
the guidance tutors provide? The following section discusses a number of these issues.
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It arrives too late

Students are more likely to engage with feedback if they receive it while the process of researching and writing
the assessment is still fresh in their minds. Unfortunately writing detailed comments on hundreds of assignments
can take weeks. By the time marking is complete and the feedback returned, many students have started studying
for subsequent assignments. The comments may no longer seem relevant as they focus on their next assessment.
There are two different ways of providing feedback quickly — even on very large modules.

— Provide feedback after reading a sample of assignments.

Instead of marking all the students’ work before providing feedback, read a sample of the assignments in the first
couple of days after the deadline. Identify any common weaknesses and either discuss these in the next class or
post announcements/handouts on the virtual learning environment.

— Provide feedback before reading any assignments!

Tutors can often predict/anticipate common mistakes or weaknesses in students’ work before they have marked a
single assignment. Rather than keeping this information private, produce a handout and discuss these anticipated
weaknesses with the students in the first class following the deadline date. It is also useful to spend some of this
contact time describing some of the key features of a good answer.

Although imperfect and rather generic, feedback provided in the first few days following a deadline, may have a
stronger impact on some students than more personalised and detailed feedback provided at a later date.

It discourages and demotivates

One purpose of feedback is to motivate students to take appropriate actions to deepen their learning. If the
comments only discuss weaknesses and the language is harsh/judgemental, it can have the opposite result. When
marking, it is easy to forget the emotional responses people feel when reading comments on work in which they
have invested a large amount of their own time and effort. As well as having a negative impact on self-confidence
and motivation, students are likely to ignore feedback if it is overly negative. Always try to find something
positive to say otherwise there is a danger the students will take no notice of any of the comments.

The impact of releasing marks/grades

There is evidence that once students see their marks/grades they are more likely to ignore potentially useful
feedback. There are a number of possible explanations. For example, those students who receive high grades may
believe they have mastered the topic and so do not need to read any of the comments. Those who receive low
grades may feel they never want to look at or engage with the assignment ever again. One way to address this
issue is to release feedback before the marks. Students then have to provide an estimate of the grade based on the
comments. They are encouraged to compare the feedback with their peers and a small grade incentive for
accuracy is a useful way to encourage them to take it seriously.

Top Tip

A useful incentive scheme operates in the following way. If the estimated mark from the feedback is within
five percentage points either above or below the final mark awarded by the tutor, the student receives a
bonus of five percentage points. To avoid any incentives to game the system, add the five percentage points
to the mark awarded by the tutor — not the estimated mark provided by the students.
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It seems irrelevant for future assessments

In the research literature there is evidence that some students ignore feedback because they believe it is specific to
that particular assignment and provides no guidance on how to improve their future work. Many lecturers write
feedback comments as if the students have submitted a draft copy of the work for a later resubmission. How can
we avoid doing this? Some comments relate to the academic content of the assignment such as the
choice/explanation of economic theory and its application to any issues raised in the question. When writing these
types of comments, it is important to highlight cases where a good understanding of this same academic content
is required for students to perform well in subsequent assessments. For example

“You need to gain a deeper and more thorough understanding of expected utility theory if you wish to
improve your performance in the final examination”

Other comments relate to more generic skills development such as the structure of the answer, the balance of
material, the quality of written communication and the ability to develop arguments in a logical manner. It is
easier for students to see the relevance of improving these skills for future assignments but always signpost and
make it as clear as possible.

Perceptions about the usefulness of all types of feedback are greatest when provided on draft versions of work.
Some issues with marking drafts are considered in section 4.3.

It does not clarify the size of any weaknesses or gaps in understanding
Traditional written feedback can be effective at identifying gaps. For example, commonly used comments include
“The assignment lacks clarity and logical coherence.”
“There is not enough critical analysis.”
“Some concepts are not explained in enough detail”
“The answer did not focus on the question.”

It is far more difficult to explain the size of any gaps. For example, the second comment above identifies that
there is not enough critical analysis but says nothing about the level required to achieve a particular grade. One
way to address this issue is to show students concrete examples of work that demonstrate the standard or the skill
at an appropriate level. These are post-submission as opposed to pre-submission exemplars. For example, when
marking assessments, copy samples of answers that illustrate good performance on some aspect or aspects of the
assessment criteria. Distribute these answers in class or post on the VLE. Referring to these exemplars in the
written feedback can also save time by reducing the quantity of comments.

The use of post submission exemplars can also play a very useful role when staff face students who appear
disinterested in constructive feedback and just want to know why they received a mark below the one they

believe they deserve. Spending a few minutes getting these students to compare their own work with examples of
high quality exemplars is an effective and efficient way of dealing with these difficult situations.

Top Tip

Rather than providing complete versions of the post submission exemplars, copy a particular page or
highlight a paragraph that is a good example of some element of the assessment criteria. In the feedback,
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include a sentence along the following lines — “For an example of a piece of work that demonstrates
excellent critical analysis see the highlighted section on exemplar A”.

It does not explain how to improve

This is the trickiest part of the feedback process. It is difficult to specify/outline exactly what the student needs to
do or what future actions they can take to improve. Comments such as “you need to work harder’ are unlikely to
have an impact. Some alternatives include:

“Read lots of different examples of other assignments that received a high grade. Compare them against your
own and try to identify their particular strengths and areas you need to work on to obtain higher marks in future

’

assessments.’

“In the future, try to read through your work more carefully and amend any errors before handing it in.”

“Book an appointment with the support centre x at the university to receive extra support.”

’

“Try to attempt more practice questions.’

“Go back and read chapter x again in the textbook and try to gain a better understanding of theory y.”

Case study 5.1: Using audio feedback

GradeMark in Turnitin is perhaps the most common way for tutors to provide written feedback comments on
coursework — see the screen shot. Just above the box for typing in text comments is a general feedback recorder

1.e. see the ‘Voice Comment’.

E Feedback Summary b
> e
-

BRIKER -

It is very straightforward to record comments using this function using headphones or the built in microphone on

a PC/tablet computer. The recording can be paused at any time while the tutor reads the next section of the
coursework. Although it is very easy to use, one major limitation is a three-minute limit on the duration of the
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audio comments. It is also impossible to edit files. If the tutor is unhappy with any of the feedback, they have to

re-record all three minutes. Other software such as Audacity provide greater flexibility but involve more time
costs i.e. creating the files and posting the results.

Research suggests that audio feedback is both more efficient and effective than written feedback. For example, in
a simple experiment Lunt and Curran (2010) compared the effort levels of producing the same feedback
comments in three different ways. On average, it took tutors three minutes to type, four minutes to hand write and
forty seconds to record the comments in an audio file.

When used on a large course in intermediate microeconomics, students thought that vocal explanations conveyed
meaning more effectively than written explanations. In particular, they found the comments more detailed,
supportive and personalised. Some research suggests that intonation, inflection and tone in the audio comments
increases the likelihood that students will respond to critical/developmental feedback. Another potential
advantage is the impact on marker fatigue. A number of tutors find recording audio feedback comments over an
extended period of marking less tiring than writing feedback comments.

6. Assessment of learning - Measurement Issues

— 6.1 Validity

— 6.2 Reliability and Consistency

One of the key functions of assessment is the measurement of learning. When marking coursework and exames,
tutors make judgements about the extent to which students demonstrate (a) an in-depth understanding of the
module content and (b) achievement of the learning outcomes. This typically involves the awarding of marks,
grades and certification of achievements. Employers and other educational institutions frequently use this
information as part of the selection process for jobs and places on postgraduate courses. This makes students
acutely aware of its importance. There is a tendency for many tutors, as well as students, to focus solely on the
measurement function at the expense of all the other objectives.

6.1 Validity

The measurement function raises two important issues — validity and reliability. In order to understand validity it
is useful to consider the following questions. Are the current methods of assessment for the module appropriate
and effective measurement tools? Do they indicate the extent to which students have met the module's learning
outcomes? Put simply, do they measure what they purport to measure? Validity of assessment focuses on this
issue. Why might assessment lack validity? There are two key reasons.

1. The methods of assessment fail to capture one or more of the learning outcomes. This is most likely
to occur where learning outcomes refer to specific theories from the module’s indicative content. For
example:

‘By the end of this module, successful students will be able to explain how to apply elementary game theory to
economic models of firm behaviour’

The problem with writing learning outcomes in this way is that assessment does not typically test students’
understanding of the entire content of the module. Coursework elements often focus on detailed investigations of
a single topic while examinations include questions that cover part, but not all, of the syllabus. If an exam does
include questions on the entire module content, they can typically only test a relatively superficial knowledge of
each topic. In exams where students need to demonstrate a greater depth of understanding, the design includes
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some choice over the questions they answer. Therefore, it is usually possible for students to achieve a pass grade
without demonstrating any knowledge of some areas of the syllabus i.e. ‘explain how to apply elementary game

theory’. For this reason, it is advisable to write learning outcomes that refer to economic theory more broadly. For

example:

‘By the end of this module, successful students will be able to discuss and apply a range of economic
theories at an intermediate level’.

Some learning outcomes refer to generic skills. For example,

‘By the end of this module, successful students will be able to communicate economic principles in a
clear and precise manner through written work’

If the assessment for the module is only by examination then perhaps the words ‘in time-constrained conditions’
needs to be added to the end of the previous learning outcome.

2. Assessment may also lack validity where factors other than those referred to in the learning
outcomes influence the grade — i.e. factors other than the students’ understanding of relevant
economic theory and/or demonstration of generic skills. For example, scores on some methods of
assessment, such as multiple-choice tests, may vary because of luck and risk preferences (i.e. lucky
guesses) rather than the underlying knowledge of the module content. (There is more discussion on
this topic in section 4 of this chapter). The wording of questions can also create problems. Even
very experienced tutors, find it difficult to write assessments where there is no ambiguity over

precise meaning. This lack of clarity leads to some students achieving higher marks because they are

lucky enough to infer the same meaning as the tutor rather than any deeper understanding of the
course material.

Top Tips

When you first take over a new or existing module, carefully read the existing learning outcomes. Ask
yourself if they clearly articulate the learning you have in mind for the module. If you do not think this is the
case, then change them.

Always keep the module learning outcomes in front of you when writing assessments. If you want to change
the assessment for a module, make sure the new design is still an appropriate way to measure the learning
outcomes. If this is not the case, you will need to change the learning outcomes.

Always remember that from your students’ perspective, the most important words you write in any module
are the assessment questions. Make sure you give them enough time, care and attention.

It is very difficult to write assessment questions and then instantly recognise any ambiguity in their
meaning. Always re-read assessment questions a number of days after writing them. Also, try to encourage
as many of your colleagues as possible to read and comment on the clarity of your questions.

6.2 Reliability and Consistency

For the measurement function of assessment to work effectively, grading must be consistent both between
different assessors (inter-marker reliability) and by the same assessor (intra-marker reliability). To achieve intra-
marker reliability, the same assessor must award the same grade to different pieces of work of very similar
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quality. To achieve inter-marker reliability, different assessors must award the same grade to different pieces of
work of similar quality.

6.2.1 Intra-marker reliability
Sadler (1989) argues that tutors'

“Conceptions of quality are typically held, largely in unarticulated form, inside their heads as tacit
knowledge”. (Sadler, 1989, p.54)

One important issue is whether the application of these ‘inner standards’ remains constant during the marking
process or whether they are subject to a number of biases. For example, are judgements influenced by (a)
comparisons with the quality of previously graded work (b) marker fatigue (c) changes in mood?

Contrast or sequential effects

This is where the grade awarded to any given assignment/exam script is a function of the quality of the previous
assignments/exam scripts. For example, a tutor may grade an average piece of work far more harshly if they have
just read a block of excellent answers as opposed to a block of weak answers. Higher quality work may also
receive a higher grade when it follows a block of lower quality work as opposed to a number of outstanding
pieces of work. A number of research papers (Hughes, Keeling, and Tuck, 1980a / 1980b; Daly and Dickson-
Markman, 1982; Yeates, Moreau and Evra, 2015) report evidence of these effects. Hughes, Keeling, and Tuck
(1980) found (a) the impact was stronger for average quality assessments and (b) the effect declined with the
number marked. Perhaps more worryingly, Yeates, O’Neil, Mann and Evra (2013) found that assessors lacked
awareness of their susceptibility to this bias.

Assessor fatigue

After a prolonged period of marking, tutors may start to read answers less carefully and fail to notice important
strengths and weaknesses with the work. This leads to a smaller spread of grades as higher quality assessments
receive lower marks than those of a similar quality read earlier in the day. The reverse is true for lower quality
work i.e. the tutor awards higher marks. There is a danger that different pieces of work of varying quality all start
receiving a mark somewhere between 58% and 63%.

Mood effects

This is where the application of the inner standard varies from one day to another based on the general mood of
the marker. If the marker feels happy, they may award higher grades to similar pieces of work than when they are
feeling down.

Top Tips

Briefly read a number of the assignments to get an initial sense of the types of answers before grading and
providing feedback.

When the marking is completed, sort the assignments/exam scripts in rank order. If the assignments have
been submitted electronically using Turnitin, this can easily be done by clicking on the grade column. Once
sorted, read through some assignments/exam answers you have awarded the same grade and check for
consistency.
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Marking exam paper by question, as opposed to the whole script, may help to improve consistency.

6.2.2 Inter-marker reliability

This is a major issue especially on large modules where a number of different tutors mark and grade coursework
and exam scripts. Do they have similar or different perceptions of the standard required to achieve particular
grades? Are some markers systematically more lenient than others? There could also be a ‘halo effect’ where the
quality of one aspect of the assessment overly influences the tutor’s judgements on other aspects of the
assessment. Examples could include the impact of (a) high standards of presentation and (b) the quality of the
opening paragraph. The strength of these biases is likely to vary between different markers.

In an ideal world, whoever marks the work should have no impact on the grade awarded. Unfortunately, research
evidence suggests that there are wide variations in the grades awarded by different tutors for work of similar
quality (Baume, Yorke and Coffey, 2004; O’Hagan and Wigglesworth, 2014). In an attempt to deal with this
issue, many universities expect module leaders to provide written guidance that clearly outlines the criteria used
to grade coursework. For example:

— A detailed assessment criteria for each piece of work with grade descriptors for each criteria
— Marking schemes

— Model answers

Although the research evidence suggests that guidance helps to reduce levels of inconsistency, it remains a
significant issue. For example, Bloxham, den-Outer, Hudson and Price (2016) studied the consistency of
grading in four disciplines - psychology, nursing, chemistry and history. Six highly experienced markers, in each
discipline, graded five different answers to the same question with the same detailed assessment criteria. In nine
cases, different tutors ranked the same assignment as either the best or the worst answer! Only one assignment
received the same ranking. Why is the provision of detailed assessment criteria not enough to ensure consistency
between different markers? There are a number of reasons:

— Some tutors may have very established ideas about the appropriate standards and criteria i.e. what they
are looking for from a good piece of work. If these differ from the published guidance then they may:

- Simply ignore the whole criteria and judge the work against their own unarticulated ‘inner
standards’

- Ignore some of the published criteria and judge against some additional criteria from their
‘inner standards’

— Some published criterion are often extremely broad and effectively require the application of sub criteria
that are unpublished. Once again, the application of these unpublished sub-criteria may vary between
different tutors depending on their inner standards.

— The precise understanding and application of a particular criterion may vary between different tutors.
For example, does ‘critical analysis’ mean the same thing to all markers?

— Tutors may agree on the meaning of specific criterion but not the standard that students need to
demonstrate for a particular grade.

- The weighting of each of the criteria may vary between different tutors.

— Assessors may judge the overall quality of the assessment before working backwards and applying
arbitrarily generated marks for each of the published criteria.

How to improve inter-marker consistency
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— The module leader provides other assessors with examples of the work they have already marked across
a range of different grades.

— Tutors mark a small sample of the work and get this moderated by the module leader before continuing
with the rest of their marking.

— Module leaders and other assessors grade a sample of the work together and discuss the rationale behind
their grading.

Although this last approach maybe the most time consuming it is also the most effective. The Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) recommends the use of:

“Practices which promote and support consistency of marking by and between staff, including
dialogues which enable a shared understanding of standards” (QAA Quality code, chap 6, p13)

Bloxham, Hughes and Adie (2016) recommend that the discussions of assessment tasks and the appropriate
standard should actually take place before the teaching of the module begins.

6.2.3 The trade-off between reliability and validity

Improving the reliability and validity of assessment will often involve trade-offs. For example, increasing the
proportion of quantitative/technical questions and reducing the proportion of discursive questions will probably
improve both intra and inter-marker consistency. However, it may reduce the validity of the assessment i.e. the
development of critical thinking and evaluative skills.

For example, the Quality Assurance Agency Benchmark Statement for economics suggests that the main aims of
a degree programme in economics should include the following:

— to stimulate students intellectually through the study of economics and to lead them to appreciate its
application to a range of problems and its relevance in a variety of contexts

— to develop in students an ability to interpret real world economic events and critically assess a range of
types of evidence

— to foster an understanding of alternative approaches to the analysis of economic phenomena

— to equip students with appropriate tools of analysis to tackle issues and problems of economic policy

It is questionable whether it is possible to test these learning outcomes without a significant discursive element to
a number of the assessments on the programme.

7. Summary

Assessment is complex and plays a crucial role in determining how much students learn. Given its importance, it
is worrying that surveys report such low levels of satisfaction with this aspect of higher education. One potential
explanation for this finding is a tendency for tutors to concentrate on the content and delivery of a module.

This handbook chapter discusses some implications of assessment design within in a module for the quantity,
consistency and quality of learning activities undertaken by students. It considers alternative styles of assessment
question and outlines some innovative types of assessment i.e. the use of class debates and videos. It also
examines some ways of increasing the likelihood of students engaging with and acting upon feedback. The final
section of the handbook discusses some measurement issues, and includes some advice on how to improve both
the validity and reliability of assessments.
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Given the multidimensional nature of assessment, it is impossible for one handbook chapter to discuss all the key
issues in detail. In other handbook chapters, Cortinhas (2017) outlines some different ways of deterring
plagiarism, Smith (2016) discusses undergraduate dissertations and Watkins (2005) examines the use of group
work.

In the wider literature, Cook (2016) examines some innovative ways of assessing students on statistics and
econometrics modules. Grogan (2017) and Green, Bean and Peterson (2013) discuss some different ways of
using written coursework in economics modules.

Another issue not considered in this chapter is how to develop a shared understanding between tutors and
students of what ‘good’ work looks like before the final submission. Guest and Riegler (2017) examine some
evidence on the relative inaccuracy of economics students’ self-evaluation estimates. Their findings suggest that
for many students, a shared understanding of standards remains elusive. Wilson (2015) outlines some ways of
better preparing students for assessment in economics, while Guest (2019) discusses the use of peer review.

Assessment and feedback remains one of the most difficult aspects of teaching. Perhaps we all need to spend a
little more time reflecting on our current practice and consider some of the available alternatives.
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This chapter and its connected resources are the product of a collaboration between colleagues at
several universities, including those who have contributed case study material. The resources are
designed to help directors of teaching, programme leaders, module leaders and individual tutors in
aiding students in the various transitions they make through university.

Fundamentals
Every student’s journey will

Transition is a broad term, which can be understood as including the be different, and have a
more familiar ideas of welcome and induction; but it can (Gale and
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Parker, 2014) imply a specific approach to those phases, one which different starting point.

recognises that transitions:
— Are long processes
— Are non-linear and messy
— Will differ for different students

— May not fit our pre-conceived notions of how a student experiences university

It is important to recognise from the literature that:

— For students, transitions are dominated by social concerns about integration (Tinto, 1975, et passim) and
meaningful social interactions (Astin, 1999), in the pursuit of a sense of belonging and mattering —
students are trying to fit in.

— All students struggle with new customs, practices and language, negotiating the hidden curriculum of
higher education and economics.

— Whilst students have heard of independent learning, they probably do not understand its meaning,
especially in practice.

— Students do not know what they need to know until they need to know it.

— Expectations of university may be quite different from their lived experience, which may lead to initial
uncertainty and potentially disappointment.

— Students come from a wide variety of backgrounds often with invisible differences, affecting their
capacity to cope with the challenges of the next phase of university.

Practically this means academics:

— Need to be welcoming all year round. Whilst the spectre of Freshers’ Week lingers, many now accept
that we need to see an end to Freshers’ Week, to be replaced with a year-round welcome. Welcome does
not last a week: think about being welcoming rather than organising a welcome

— Must be realistic about students’ abilities to take in information early on

— Recognise that students sometimes arrive late to university and miss some of the essential information
given

— Need to consider the timing of key messages
— Need to get to know students
— Recognise that welcome buddies and other means of peer support are very important

— Should prioritise collaborative cohort-wide exercises that allow students to build community and
networks

— Recognise that students place value on meaningful relationships with teachers

The resource is organized chronologically, considering key issues that arise at each stage.
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Pre-university Welcome First year Second year Final year
Students | Forming Establishing foundations, Re-evaluating hopes, Grappling with difficult | Experiencing a higher workload,
will be expectations figuring out how university | fears, expectations; material, looking to applying for post-university
works learning rules; post-graduation, jobs/study, working on
experimenting thinking about dissertations
developing skills. placements
Starting to plan for the
future.
Students Concerned about | Nervous and excited about | They may be really May experience Confident and well adapted to
may feel fitting in, experiencing various types | enjoying their time but sophomore slump, university. Overwhelmed by
academically and, | of culture shock, meeting also paralysed by choice, | especially with year 2 combined workload and stressed
even more So, people. Overwhelmed at may not feel they core modules, anxious | about completing it, especially
socially their new surroundings. belong, homesick, or excited about the dissertation. If they are
struggling to adapt opportunities for a year | coming back from a year out,
out may experience reverse culture
shock
Students Easy access to A warm welcome, help Know how to get Advice on year 3 Support on managing workload,
may need | basic information | with foundational things support if needed. Help | options good dissertation supervision
such as locations, with the hidden
accommodation, food curriculum, and to
develop academic skills

This of course presents a stylized simplification of the student’s experience. Every student’s journey will be

different, and have a different starting point, even if some students in some groups will likely encounter common
challenges, such as grappling with the hidden curriculum. Individual students will also be starting from different

points, meaning they experience more or less of the above, plus other issues entirely, or not. In a student's path
from A to B, they might move from A to C, go back to A, jump from B to D, or back again, etc. Of course, as

well, some journeys end in failure or exit.

Throughout, the chapter’s focus is on key messages, supported by useful internal (generated within the

Economics Network community) and external (developed by other relevant bodies) resources. One way to think

collectively about these resources is like a tree: the chronological narrative is the trunk, and the various specific
resources are its roots and branches.

A key point to re-stress here is that transition is not completed early in a student’s career, but is a continuous

process. Several resources are designed to reflect that approach. One good example is the ECOBridge resource

designed by Duncan Watson and Peter Dawson at UEA. ECOBridge considers the student journey from
INduction to OUTduction, i.e. to students’ chosen careers. As the resource says, its goal is to enhance students’
employability, guided by the skills employers say they want graduates to have — many of which are ‘soft’.
ECOBridge directs students to online resources (such as LinkedIn Learning) which interactively foster
development of skills and knowledge necessary to excel in Economics and to succeed after graduation.

Another example of a set of welcome resources designed to capture the student’s journey is discussed in Atisha

which incorporates essential concepts and tools, as well as some consideration of relevant data, in
microeconomics and macroeconomics. As Atisha reports, students reacted positively, not least the students who
did not take A-level Economics. Additionally, the student cocreators felt that co-developing the resource had

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/transitions

facilitated their development of several skills.

The Warwick Moodle can be understood in the context of the university and department. The latter is discussed in
Lory Barile’s case study, which considers other aspects of Warwick’s approach to welcome. The case discusses
several initiatives, including building a course Learning to Learn in Economics, which incorporates both the
Moodle and the maths refresher materials discussed in Caroline Elliott and colleagues’ case study (see below).

The chapter now follows, largely chronologically, the student journey, beginning with pre-induction activities.
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Pre-university activities

Pre-university experiences are crucial because:-

— Students develop study habits that may or may not be helpful to their studying at university — for
instance they are often trained intensively to succeed at school / college, which does not support their
being independent learners at university.

— These prior experiences feed into expectations of what university is going to be like.

— Educational backgrounds within any cohort can be very different — for example, in the UK much
university teaching assumes students have come through the traditional UK A level route, when in fact
first year undergraduates may have studied for UK vocational qualifications, an International
Baccalaureate, or other (non-UK) national educational qualifications.

Together we can I've created a
defeat the exam dragon... you'll be
dragon needing this.

/ ) ) Errr...?

Teacher Pupil
Lecturer Student

SCHOOL UNIVERSITY

Cartoon by Annika Johnson illustrating the difference between assessment at school and university.

Academics need to understand these experiences if we are going to meet the students coming in the other
direction rather than expecting all the adaptation to be done by them. One key thing to remember, as outlined
above, is that students are not necessarily focusing on their academic studies when they first arrive at university.

Beyond that, students face various generic challenges of mismatch of students’ background academic skills
mismatch and learning practices and what is expected of them at university. More generally, around academic
skills and learning practices:-

— Some students have come through different routes: we cannot assume ‘they’ve done this at A level’,
which can also be a rather alienating phrase for those who’ve not done A level.

— High-level entrants may have learned some good study habits.

- The same students may have been heavily coached both at school and privately.

— Students are used to working closely to mark schemes.

— Students are supported very well in better academic performance, leading to better chances of getting
into their target university.

— Preparation for university study and life offered by schools and colleges may well be fairly limited.
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— Students get advice from a wide range of sources, including popular imagery in the media, films, etc. —

some are more reliable than others and some are trusted more than others (eg. peers) (see Mearman and
Payne, 2023).

— Depending on the university, there might be a lot of support in place to coach students through this
initial transition period.

— Some students have learned some degree of independence through research projects; some will have
done gap years, but often they still do not understand the nature of independent study.

Another general issue to consider is the so-called hidden curriculum.

The hidden curriculum

Academic English is nobody’s first language (see Huang, 2013) and, whilst previously we may have
expected students (or been expected ourselves) just to pick it up, offering students some help in doing so is
useful. Assisting students in understanding what is meant by key terms like lectures and seminars (and what
to do in them) and how to understand the wording of feedback may have a significant positive impact on
them, particularly if they have not come through a UK A-level route.

A barrier to all students when entering the university is the hidden curriculum: terminology, social norms
and practices, expectations of behaviour, all of which are different from students’ prior experiences and for
which they have no reliable reference points. Questions which may seem basic, such as ‘what is a lecture?’,
‘what do I do in lectures and seminars?’, ‘how does university assessment work?’ and, crucially, ‘what on
earth does independent study mean?’, are fundamentally important to all new students. The Economics
Network Handbook for Economics Lecturers has various resources supporting teachers in creating better
learning environments in lectures and small group teaching: key to these is understanding the student’s
perspective.

Students from under-represented groups, including international students, may experience an educational
culture shock, and the hidden curriculum creates extra barriers to feeling they belong. This shock will be
additional to any they feel as recipients of hidden biases, including things such as reactions to their accent
(Ingram, 2009) or other aspects of speech. Margarida Dolan and Dimitra Petropoulou have previously
discussed supporting international students in this Handbook chapter.

You can help your tutees by helping them understand the hidden curriculum. To help you, psychologists at
the University of Leeds have created the QAA Guide to the Hidden Curriculum. To access this fully you
need to a member of Advance HE.

Beyond these generic issues, much of the material in this chapter concerning year one (but also entry into
postgraduate programmes) addresses some of the challenges students face learning (or re-learning) Economics
content and its associated norms and practices.

Annika Johnson and Alex Squires’ case study discusses some of these issues specific to A levels, and to A-level
economics. Their key message is that understanding the differences can help academics in supporting students to
make a smooth transition, particularly in the ways in which A Levels are often taught and assessed. They draw the
distinction between A-level, in which preparing the student for assessment is a collaboration between them and
their teacher, and degree study, assessment for which the relationship between academic and student is much
more detached, even adversarial.

Of these, perhaps the most challenging is the mathematical and statistical content of Economics courses. Peter
Dawson’s (University of East Anglia) HEA resource explores the mathematical (pre-university) background of
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incoming economics students. He found that 81% of Economics students said their programmes contained much
more mathematics than expected. Such an expectations gap can (except for those who particularly enjoy maths)
lead to de-motivation, disengagement, and exit, since these students may have been attracted to Economics
programmes by macroeconomic policy and related political questions, behavioural economics, or an interest in
finance. These challenges can be magnified when teaching economics to non-specialists, as discussed here by
Caroline Elliott and John Sloman.

As Peter Dawson notes, many students may have not studied mathematics for some time and may lack confidence
in it. More revision material in year 1 is recommended, extra support, streaming, bridging modules, maths/stats
support centres, and diagnostic testing. Similar issues are discussed in Karen Jackson (Westminster)’s Handbook
chapter on teaching maths to students from diverse backgrounds.

Whilst many programmes now require A level mathematics or equivalent, other departments with either different
approaches to economics, or with a qualitatively different student intake do not. At the University of Leeds, those
without A level mathematics are required to take a specialist catch-up maths and statistics course. At the
University of Greenwich, they use differentiated tutorial support tailored to students’ backgrounds.

Caroline Elliott and Warwick colleagues Andrew Brendon-Penn, Emil Kostadinov and Jeremy Smith discuss a
refresher maths course offered at Warwick, which has been popular with their students. The course focuses on
foundational maths concepts, encompassing precalculus; univariate calculus; multivariate calculus; sequences and
series; matrices; probability and statistics. Each section of the course starts with a diagnostic test. This is an
excellent example of engaging with students to audit their own skills.

Welcome week

Until fairly recently, induction of new students into university was

crammed into Freshers Week, with its twin connotations of fresh A campus treasure hunt
meat, and that induction can all be done a week. As such, induction
week tended to be focused on one-and-for-all transmission of
information and otherwise letting students get on with it. Now, explore the physical campus,
though, it is recognised that the initial week at university, whilst
remaining important, is so for establishing a cohort identity, helping
students orient themselves, make connections and feel settled. We learning and social spaces
now recognise too that in this first week, key is to help students were.
meet their basic needs, in terms of academics but perhaps more so

with life. For them, their focus will be on cooking, cleaning,

shopping, meeting people, getting their physical bearings. Hence, "welcome" has been transformed to be more
purposive, less full yet structured and, crucially, viewed as only the start of the process of transition.

encouraged students to

getting to know where key

Information overload can be a real problem — do not try to tell students too much in week 0; or if they are told
something in week 0, we should not expect them to remember/know it from that point.

Essentially what they need are light touch things that help them:-

— Get a sense of belonging — This could be on their course/programme but it may be found in student
societies, sports clubs, intellectual interest groups, gaming, political or religious groups, organized
around their accommodation, or even a feeling of belonging to a physical space (Ahn and Davis, 2020).
As Kane et al. (2014) note, belonging can be a crucial driver of success.

— Get to know a few people — As above, this does not have to be via their course but this is a common
locus for belonging and it is something you as the academic can influence, in contrast to the other
potential sources of belonging.

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/transitions 6/18


https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/themes/nonspecialists
https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/maths_stats/
https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/maths_stats/
https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/elliott_transition
https://economicsnetwork.ac.uk/showcase/elliott_transition

16/09/2024, 15:51 Transitions into and through University

— Activities to stimulate belonging should be as inclusive as possible (else they will be self-defeating).

— Learn some basics about their course — This will help create a roadmap and a structure, which will
enhance their sense of belonging and commitment to the course. It is useful to regularly invite them to
reflect on this roadmap.

- Have something to get inspired or excited about their course — This could be images of graduation, or
other nods to it, such as attending an early meeting in cap and gown.

Helpfully, there are myriad resources on belonging, as already discussed. This University of Leeds guide
highlights several dimensions to belonging and several paths to it. Establishing belonging can be helped by
organising events, via the provision of welcome resources and by providing common extra-curricular activities.

Ice-breaker activities can be useful here. This TopHat blog contains some simple ideas, most of which work on
the basis that structured activities designed to create interactions work better than accidental ones, especially for
less socially confident students. These activities can be done in-person, enhanced by various technologies, or
done online. The objectives of such games are to stimulate conversations, but can also address directly belonging,
for instance by setting students the task of finding someone from a different country. Another way of showing the
geographical spread of a group is to collect locations and display them on a map. A final suggestion is that
students pair up and learn how to say another person’s name. This can help that person feel seen and valued so is
useful in itself. Such low impact games are also suitable for neurodiverse students, which hints at a key principle
of ice-breakers: make them inclusive.

It is typical for welcome week to focus on foundational skills about life at university, how to use the library, etc.
Resources and discussion geared to helping new students find their way around, how to behave in the lecture or
seminar, physical locations, timings, academic etiquette can all be useful here, as part of revealing the hidden
curriculum. At the University of Greenwich, students are presented with diverse alumni role models in a panel on
succeeding in economics at both academic level and post-study.

At the University of Leeds, welcome week has focused on meeting personal tutors, getting to know the campus
and building communities via classroom games, whilst at the same time having opportunities to meet personal
tutors and others teaching them in the first year. A campus challenge, akin to a treasure hunt, encouraged students
to explore the physical campus, get to know where key learning and other social spaces were, and directed them
to relevant staff offices. Students collected photographs of where they had been, and at the end of the week could
submit a video showing their activities. A key consideration here is to make sure the places students need to go
are accessible.

In addition, when students gathered in physical classrooms, they played economics games. This was a way to
enthuse them about the subject, get them thinking about it, and familiarise themselves with a university
environment but in a low-stakes and collaborative way.

Many potential games and experiments exist, as discussed in the foundational Handbook chapter on
experiments by Balkenborg and Kaplan, and a wealth of other Economics Network resources available. These
include traditional physical games and a selection of computer-based, the availability of which has expanded
considerably over time, spurred on partly by the need to provide classroom instruction during the Covid
pandemic. For example, newly developed electronic games based on escape rooms have come in too, as
discussed in the case study by Maria Psyllou.

In his case study, Guglielmo Volpe (City University, London) discusses some possible pre-arrival readings,
including videos and podcasts, films and non-academic books on economics and economic data. These types of
resource can engage students using media with which they are familiar, and act as a useful introduction. As with
any resource, using such readings must be informed by some principles, such as whether they are intended as
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passive, or interactive. In either case, students’ use of such resources needs to be curated, either by any reading
list being annotated, or their discussion of readings being facilitated by something akin to a book club.

Throughout year 1

Transition into university life may well take the whole year, with

students feeling profoundly disoriented for many months. They We need to ask coaching
might benefit from basic guidance about how to transition into . .
university, such as Department of Education (2021). questions, prompting students

to think actively about

In year 1 try to get students to embed foundational economic themselves. Self-awareness of
knowledge but also core academic skills, some of which are based . .

in the subject but transferable, while others are clearly more skills is likely to grow their
generic: confidence.

— Subject specific skills eg. maths

— Literature, referencing, academic conduct, Al

- Note taking

— Argumentation

— Writing

— Competence in specific technological skills eg. Excel and other Microsoft products

and also generic transferable skills and capacities:

— Time management and prioritisation — this can be a particularly important
— Goal setting and planning
— Communication skills

— Curiosity and growth mindset

Students who are goal-oriented may do better so try to get students to think in terms of preferred futures, be that
employment, self-employment or future study. We must not assume they are all future Economics PhDs and
support them to be equipped to go off in whatever direction they want. We need to ask coaching questions,
exploring what the students’ goals are, prompting them to think actively about themselves: can they tell an ‘I’
story, construct a narrative about themselves that is (true and) persuasive, capturing key achievements and
challenges they faced? Thus, we help tutees identify their own strengths and weaknesses relevant to their own
desired futures, values, beliefs and their ‘possible selves’. This self-awareness of skills is likely to grow their
confidence, leading them to further developmental attitudes and behaviours. All of that enhances their career
readiness.

One point at this stage is to clarify who is asking these questions. In principle this could be anyone but in higher
education, that role is increasingly being played by personal tutors and by specially-trained, experienced
peers.

Throughout year 2

To reiterate a key theme of this chapter: transition has not been completed at some point in year 1, it carries on, as
the student continues to make their way through their degree journey. The second year has typically been
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considered a consolidation year, when the student is settled but under less pressure than in their final year. Hence,
students have been said to suffer from a ‘sophomore slump’, during which their engagement and enthusiasm
suffers. As Webb and Cotton (2019) discuss, this can be a stressful time. Remember, as well, that year 2, far
from being an off-year, is also characterised by:-

— Possibly for the first time, proper independent living, outside of any university accommodation (NB
Thompson, et al. 2021)

— Particularly for less well-off students, but more generally considering recent cost-of-living increases,
living in year 2 may require working part-time.

— Year 2 often counts towards degree classification, even if usually no more than 50%.

— Year 2 marks can be a signal to potential Masters admissions tutors and to potential employers, so they
do matter. Students may feel more pressure than in the first year.

— In many universities, because of their value, study year abroad and placement opportunities are
promoted. Applying for these, preparing for and undertaking their (often multi-stage) recruitment
processes, can be extremely time consuming and energy sapping.

— The combination of these various extra-curricular activities mean many students are not able to focus on
their studies in a way that we, their teachers, might like.

— Additionally, in Economics it is traditional that second year courses have technical modules in micro,
macro, stats, maths, and econometrics, which are often quite dry, with the risk of reinforcing
disappointment about students’ subject choice (see above).

If we accept that year 2 is not so different from year 1, it follows that much of the material above applies.
Tutoring and peer support remain important, as does extra assistance from various services supporting career
planning. Recall too that students travel through their academic journeys at different speeds so, whereas one
student may have learned to navigate the hidden curriculum quite well, for others this may not be the case. Again,
individualised conversations with students are necessary to assess their progress.

Notwithstanding the above, some generic points can be made. First, ‘welcome back’ meetings can help make
students feel welcome again, but with less emphasis on settling in. Second, since the content of year 2 will be
different, it is worth addressing that. If indeed modules do have their traditional technical focus, this is something
that can be addressed. Third, as many students will have the opportunity to do a dissertation in final year, some
preparation for that will be necessary, either by having a module that supports this directly (for example by
having students write a proposal) or through more indirect support, via the development of pertinent skills.
Fourth, where students are encouraged or allowed to take up placements, at a suitable time — i.e. not in week 1 —
resources to help inform them ought to be shared. Two useful resources to support potential placement students
are RateMyPlacement and Unifrog.

Placements and study abroad

Why do students consider placements? What are the benefits? There is some other evidence on the benefits or not
of doing a placement (see Brooks and Youngson, 2016). In their case study, Chris Jones and Agelos Delis from
Aston University discuss the placement premium, i.e. the potential earnings and performance gains for
students who undertake an industrial placement. They discuss the pros and cons of doing a placement, as well as
the issues facing students transitioning in and out of placement. This is an essential resource for those advising
students about whether to do a placement or not, as well as helping them through the process.

Also, there is some evidence about the potential benefits of doing a Study Year Abroad (SYA), for instance in
terms of what Berg and Hagen (2011) call ‘experiential pluralism’. Any positive effect on academic performance
may be lower than for doing a placement (Jones and Wang, 2023) or even negative: — Nwosu (2022) suggests
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students may do academically worse after a SYA. Anecdotally, some students report feeling de-skilled
academically even though they have had a very rich cultural experience, especially when they undertake study
years abroad on a pass/fail basis.

It is well known that placement and SYA students need to be supported. Auburn (2007) presents the work-
placement journey as a transition model, the student traversing the boundary between their roles as participant in
higher education and in the work setting. These shifts constitute profound shifts in identity for the student, which
can be liberating and exciting but also generate trepidation.

Relevant resources for supporting placement students include these from ASET, the Bright Network, the UK
Department for Education, and Universities UK, who clearly see supporting placement students as a mental
health concern.

Peter Dawson’s case study discusses how, at the University of East Anglia, students are supported in and out of
industrial placement. In addition to events about seeking and getting placements, students are invited to a ‘step
into work’ workshop, partly led by Placement Ambassadors, who encourage students to record their own
reflections on their placement. Similarly, students who are often apprehensive about returning to their studies are
offered the opportunity to present about the value of their experience at a Placement Conference, which as Peter
says, showcases to others the benefits of placements, gives value to the individuals, and builds community
between placement students.

Throughout final year

The final year of an undergraduate programme has traditionally been seen as the most challenging academically,
combined with the fact that at its conclusion, the student is likely to be — often for the first time — leaving
education and their identity as a student. Whilst most students might be expected to have adjusted fully to being a
student by this point, it remains true that some have not fully adapted to university study, and/or have not taken
self-developmental opportunities. Key matters to note for the final year include:-

— Some students returning from study year abroad or industrial placement may experience a reverse
culture shock, perhaps feeling they have forgotten how to be a student. Students on placement in
particular may have improved their time management and organisation but may struggle without the
constant support of a manager. Both case studies by Chris Jones and Agelos Delis, and Peter Dawson
consider support for students transitioning back in to university.

— Even more than in the second year, students are not focused on their studies, because of applying for
jobs or postgraduate study, at precisely the time the academic challenge is greatest. Differences may be
stark between those students active in the labour market and those who have either secured post-
graduation employment or who have opted to take a year out, at least in terms of their anxiety levels.

— As above, some students will need to undertake part-time work to meet living costs.

— Even though it is now much less common than before to base degree classifications purely on final
examinations/assessments, students will experience a step up in terms of difficulty, intensity and
pressure. Of course, though, typically final year modules are more applied and often students have more
choice, so they might be more engaged.

— Students may be expected to undertake a dissertation, which can be rewarding but also quite daunting.
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Dissertations

According to data collected in 2008, supporting Peter Smith’s Economics Network Handbook chapter on
dissertations, some form of dissertation is compulsory for students in many single honours Economics
programmes. Dissertations carry a range of credits, require a range of word lengths, and vary in the freedom of
students to choose their topic. Whilst most respondents to Smith’s survey reported a free choice, other models
exist, including those in which students are given a range of topic areas, matching the research interests of
potential supervisors.

Dissertations are regarded as significant, synoptic, capstone projects that allow students to choose, design,
manage and execute a research project, adding some small value to the literature. As Smith’s chapter on
dissertations says, the dissertation can be “a rewarding and satisfying experience that gives them the opportunity
to undertake an in-depth study of a topic that interests them”.

However, Smith goes on to note that dissertations “can also become a traumatic and disillusioning venture for
students who do not engage with the research, or who have a bad experience with some aspect of the dissertation
process” (p. 1). The dissertation is the zenith of independent learning, which as discussed above, is a notion and a
set of practices they struggle with. Of course, for some students it is both and, like university more generally, can
be rollercoaster ride. An undergraduate dissertation is a mini-version of the PhD journey, or even worse, given
that an undergraduate did not necessarily sign up to do research and in most cases has no aspirations to do any in
their future jobs. They are also typically relatively young and inexperienced, having probably never undertaken
research before. They often have no idea how to begin.

A myriad of guides can be found on how to do a dissertation, which are good, but largely generic (Wisker, 2018;
Greetham, 2019) or applied to other subjects (for example, Young, 2022 in Criminology). In Economics, Smith’s
guide and the Studying Economics resources are useful. Drawing some of the elements of these together, here
are some useful pointers:-

— Where the dissertation is scaffolded by previous modules — for instance on general or specific (for
example experimental) research methods — these modules ought to inspire topic ideas. Inspiration
can come from elsewhere, for instance from a student’s industrial placement or study year abroad.
Otherwise, early taught provision in final year — and associated guides — should not be afraid to
repeat basic information about what a dissertation is, and what can be done.

— Choosing a topic — this is hard not least because writing a dissertation in Economics offers a vast
range of options. The range of topics here is indeed huge and, as Economics changes, moving into
more areas, drawing on newer methods and data, this range grows. A suitable topic needs to be in
the discipline, match with the student’s skill set, be feasible in terms of time (including for primary
data collection) and cost, and in many cases add some value.

— Most dissertations will be empirical, and most of these in Economics will be quantitative using
secondary data; however, guidance may be needed here on issues probably not previously faced,
such as data management, openness for example requiring statistical log files, submission of raw (if
anonymised) survey or qualitative data such as surveys, and the fact that often secondary data sets
are not pristine and require cleaning and/or compromises — this may all be new to students.

- Providing examples may help — particularly as students are attuned increasingly to learning via
demonstration on YouTube. The University of Leeds has published some of its previous
undergraduate dissertations, more or less as they were submitted, to give students ideas about
what could be done. However, providing examples contains dangers of emulation, copying, short
cuts and potential academic misconduct.
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— Avoiding analysis paralysis — or the horse/donkey trap. When frightened, the horse runs away,

whereas the donkey stays still. Neither is advisable for dissertation students, who need to try to
tackle their issues and keep the dissertation moving forward.

— Here, too, project and time management are crucial — advise students to plan their year and make
sure they build in time to keep the dissertation progressing. Even if they have front-loaded their
years in terms of module choices and/or job search, students need to ensure project feasibility as
soon as possible.

— Expect all students to consider research ethics, whatever their topic. Even when students are
conducting dissertations on seemingly uncontroversial topics using secondary data, they ought to
be exposed to key ethical issues such as informed consent and that research can be used for
purposes contrary to the researcher’s intention.

— Dissertations often contain a self-reflective, self-critical segment — this can be difficult — unfamiliar
and troubling as it forces students to admit fallibility and uncertainty - and students need training in
how to do this. However, it can be useful in helping the student think critically about their own
skills that the dissertation has helped to develop.

Finally, it is very important to be clear about the supervisor role — what it is, and what it is not. Various models
abound, partly depending on the nature of the dissertation. Typically, the supervisor is an occasional guide, an
advisor, a stimulator of the student’s own ideas and solutions. They are not managers, co-researchers or friends. A
good supervisor will take this on board but should not go too far. Supervisors who are aloof, unhelpful or appear
uncaring are not doing their jobs, even if they might claim it promotes student independence.

Entering taught postgraduate study

Some academics may still labour under a misapprehension that

students entering a Masters programme are necessarily the best Given that the students are in
undergraduates, already fully adjusted to studying within UK higher
education. True, new taught postgraduate students (PGTs) have
usually studied in higher education before and therefore have year, the need for support all
learned some of the essential survival techniques. However, it
would be wrong to assume they are ready to go. Yet they are
expected to hit the ground running hard — Masters programmes are greater than for
intense. In fact, many of the issues facing new taught postgraduate undergraduates.
students resonate with the experiences and challenges undertaken

by new first year undergraduates:-

Masters courses for only a

year round is arguably

— Many PGTs enter courses as a fall-back, for labour market competitiveness reasons, or from family
expectation, so may not be as motivated.

— Many new PGTs will be new to their institution and will spend a lot of time learning where things are,
how long things take, how processes work, what the culture of the institution is like.

— Most obviously those who have not studied in the UK before will spend some time adjusting to culture
shock. Local customs, UK higher education norms, UK teaching, learning and assessment methods, and
for those coming from countries with other dominant languages, the challenge of learning and applying
English in both everyday and academic contexts can be a source of anxiety (Horwitz, 2001).

— Students do not have homogeneous backgrounds and some may therefore spend considerable effort
catching up on foundational economic concepts and disciplinary norms. The extent of this challenge will
vary according to institutional admissions criteria.
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Many of the resources already discussed will be hence applicable to PGTs. Here we list a set of activities already
practiced within the Economics Network’s institutions, which in principle would work well for PGTs.

— Caroline Elliott et al.’s refresher maths course applies to PGTs as well, especially those coming into
Economics from less quantitatively-oriented disciplines.

— Many of the ice-breaker activities and resources discussed earlier will apply. Given that PGT cohorts are
often more heavily populated with students from outside the UK, the need for these welcoming and
belonging activities becomes stronger. Again, it exposes members of the cohort to the other people in the
programme as potential learning resources (see Deuchar 2022).

— Students coming into the UK may benefit from suitably-timed extra provision and discussion of
academic misconduct. Some evidence shows that messaging on plagiarism too hard and too soon can
create anxiety in students, particularly if English is not their first language, leading them to commit
worse academic misconduct offences than they otherwise would. Bond (2018) then advises international
students to “try not to spend time worrying about plagiarism as an abstract idea. Instead spend more of
your time reading and writing to help you develop your own understanding”.

— Given that the students are in Masters courses for only a year, the need for support all year round is
arguably greater than for undergraduates — and indeed many entrants into PGT expect higher levels of
support through, for example, personal tutoring.

— Personal tutoring and peer support therefore have an essential role.

- Since students need to get moving more quickly, students are often invited into pre-sessional courses.
Additionally, these are sometimes streamed, according to the pathway the student is on and/or their route
in, similar to how first year undergraduate provision may be organised. These courses offer a platform,
for when the MSc course proper starts.

— The ECOBridge resource at UEA has embedded in it self-assessment quizzes, helping students to
understand their ‘learner type’. As with all such resources, students should only regard quiz results as
indicative, and they should consider their responses with someone else, for instance their personal tutor.

— In a similar light, diagnostic testing can be useful. Early in a course, new students can be set short
assignments or quizzes to get a baseline assessment of their level of skill or knowledge in maths, stats, or
economics, and their confidence in writing. These assessments can be used to help students identify their
own needs for skill development, and for signposting to relevant services.

— Dissertations at Masters level can be more challenging than at an undergraduate level, as they are
intended to be of a higher quality and tend to be completed in a shorter time window. It is often assumed
students have all done one before and are therefore equipped to do so again. In fact, many students have
not, and are not, so they struggle mightily. Academics at PGT level need to be extra careful not to bury
students under the weight of their assumptions and need to scaffold their students’ dissertations at least
as strongly as discussed above.

Personal tutoring

Academic Personal Tutoring as a high value-added activity that plays an important strategic role in supporting
student success, a prime catalyst of the student experience, helping the student feel they belong and matter.
Academic personal tutors (APTs) empower their tutees to succeed. APTs provide personalised support and
guidance to help students navigate the transitions in their diverse, non-linear journeys, recognising their different
starting and end-points. APTs provide a connection to the university and support at all undergraduate levels and
postgraduate study, including into placement and study abroad opportunities, and transition back into university.
It is clearly found in an extensive literature that tutoring is important in terms of retention, progression and
outcomes (Yale, 2019, 2020; Grey and Osborne, 2020).
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Personal tutoring can mean several things and be done by people in quite different roles. In some institutions,
tutoring is distributed across all staff but a growing view is that it can be counterproductive to ask staff to tutor if
they do not want to, or view the task as free workload. Thus, models of specialist academic staff, or even
professional non-academic staff carrying out the tutoring are increasingly common (Thomas, 2006).

There are competing theories in the literature on the role of the tutor (Grey and Lochtie, 2016; Earwaker, 1992;
Thomas, 2012; Drake, 2011), including the counsellor, the coach, the critical friend, or relational navigator
(Burke, ef al. 2021). Traditionally, in the UK, drawing on the concept of loco parentis, tutoring has been pastoral.

However it is designed, personal tutoring has an overarching developmental approach, applied in three general
areas of interest: academic performance, pastoral care and personal/professional growth.

Tutors are not expected to be fully skilled coaches but will need to use coaching skills. Key to that is asking
‘coaching questions’, which in essence is inviting the student to identify their own goals, values, drivers and
objectives, and to explore where they are in terms of their own capacities relative to those goals. Do they have a
"growth mindset" (Dweck, 2016)? In terms of employability, tutors are helping them explore their own career
readiness. According to some student Careers Career Readiness data, having these goals is a good predictor of
final degree outcomes.

Similarly, tutors are not expected to be fully qualified counsellors — indeed University Counselling Services are
often keen for tutors not to act in that role — but at times they will need to deploy counselling skills. Again, the
first step is to ask counselling questions, such as a simple "How are things?", or in a subsequent meeting to ask
"how are things with x now?" The next key step is to give the student the chance to respond to the question, and
again to listen carefully to their response. If they respond with a quick—but perhaps unconvincing—"fine" your
next step might be to ask them again.

Peer-assisted learning schemes

An important thing for personal tutors to remember is that they are part of a much wider web of support for
students. Among the other elements are Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL) schemes. PAL schemes vary, including the
following methods:-

— Structured study sessions overseen by module leaders

— Less structured study sessions driven by student concerns on specific modules

— Semi structured sessions on more generic academic skills

— Mentoring schemes

— Pastoral support

- Student-led and designed activities more akin to student societies

Of these, the mentoring and pastoral elements are likely to be individual, whereas the other sessions will be run in
groups. PAL schemes are typically voluntary but may be timetabled to encourage attendance.

PAL schemes are attractive because they give the PALs development opportunities, they allow universities to
provide support that would otherwise be impossible, and because students generally trust their peers. From a
university perspective, though, it is a concern that PALs are effectively trained and mentored, since peer messages
are not always reliable.

The case study by Chapman and colleagues at the University of Lincoln discusses a peer study group scheme
on a first year data analytics class, for which they find some evidence of helping students feel better supported, as
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well as a good opportunity for the mentors themselves.

UEA has a well-established PAL scheme. Separate PAL schemes are designed differently at UG and PGT, to cater
for the different needs of the students. Key to this scheme is the clear set of expectations around the role, and a
clear training programme, which identifies the precise duties and time commitment of being a PAL mentor. The
scheme is sold to potential mentors via its prospective benefits, including self-development, networking
opportunities and deeper familiarisation with university processes. As one mentor responded to the scheme: “It
has made me realise how much I have learnt ... and I have enjoyed sharing my wealth of knowledge with the first
year students”, a confidence boost which could itself be valuable to that student. UWE Bristol is another
university with a PAL scheme, with a lot of documentation publicly online.
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1. International students learning Economics: the
UK context

Many international students come to the UK to study economics attracted both by the history of economics in the
UK and the excellent teaching and research reputation of many Economics departments. The following quotes™
(note 1) gyo0est that international students enjoy the intellectual challenge of studying in institutions with a high
reputation and believe that Economics will give them the opportunity to pursue a wide range of good careers in
either the private or public sector:

‘The opportunity to study at a prestigious institution of international repute, and the promise of
intellectual stimulation.’
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‘I wanted to be part of one of the most appreciated educational systems in the developed world.’

When asked about the best aspects of their Economics course in the UK, students include the quality of teaching
and the international environment™*:

‘Excellent teachers: have a deep knowledge of the subject and know how to transmit it to the
students.’

‘Meet difterent people from all over the world, being independent.’
‘Meeting international students and learning more about other cultures.’

International competition for quality and cost-effective Economics education is rapidly increasing. UK HE strives
to remain an attractive destination for international students, and even expand international recruitment, but faces
deep challenges (see for example, Sastry and Bekhradnia, 2007). Despite evidence of the UK’s competitive
advantage in international education at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels (Universities UK, 2015,
2016), politically-driven restrictions are also shaping the sector's international reputation (Pells, 2016; Adams,
2016; Beall, 2017; Conlon, Ladher and Halterbeck, 2017).

International students in UK universities provide many benefits, with EU students alone reportedly generating
£3.7bn for the UK economy and supporting in excess of 34,000 jobs (Universities UK, 2014). But there also a
number of challenges posed by international students. UK Economics lecturers have varied responses to the
number and diversity of international students in classes, some seeing this as beneficial to students’ learning and
others highlighting the difficulties.(°% %

The importance of motivation in academic learning is recognised by many authors (for examples see Maclellan,
2005 and Lanzt, 2007). When we ask cohorts of international and UK lecturers and teachers ‘what constitutes a
good lecturer or teacher?’ the responses show that, irrespective of cultural background, there is an expectation
that the lecturer or teacher is fundamental in motivating students to learn. There is a shared understanding of the
characteristics of a motivational lecturer or teacher that includes being passionate, enthusiastic and inspirational,
combined with being knowledgeable, clear, structured, available and approachable.

Even the choice of a particular career direction can be influenced by a motivational lecturer or teacher (apart from
status and money!). Equally, a number of postgraduate students choose to do research with the academic they find
to be most motivating — including having an appealing website or writing in a manner perceived to be
enthusiastic. In our experience, no subject in Economics is inherently impossible to make interesting: any subject
can be made clear, interesting and motivating or, conversely, confusing, boring and de-motivating.

As lecturers and teachers we are potential role models to all students, and our behaviour ‘can have a significant
impact on students’ Lantz (2007). We can therefore mediate openness to diverse ways of being, and contribute to
developing and sustaining academic environments where international students feel valued, included and
motivated. However, we may inadvertently propagate unhelpful stereotypes regarding other cultures.

Prior to their arrival in the UK, international students will have been successful learners; their skills, knowledge
and command of English are to the level required by UK admission criteria, and they will have received advice
regarding the challenges of living and studying in the UK. But the challenges encountered when they arrive are
often manifested in such unexpected ways that students may struggle to settle into their academic lives. The
opinions of individual international students are very important since those who are highly motivated by their
experience in the UK can become excellent ambassadors, in turn motivating others. This is implicit in the
following quotes:
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‘I have always loved the British culture, history and the English language. So for me it was the only
place where I wanted to study.’*

‘(...) I already had friends studying in the country.’
Students can now share their thoughts on social media, thus influencing the choices of other students.

Whilst UK universities have for many years organised activities specific to welcoming international students,
particularly the induction week, there tends to be a separation of the social from the curricular, in that the
presence of international students is visible and explicit in specifically designed social occasions, but invisible
and barely implicit in learning and teaching contexts. Regarding this issue it is interesting to comment on the
findings from the 2004 and 2008 Alumni Survey (Economics Graduates): the perceptions of alumni regarding
their own awareness of cross-cultural issues has increased markedly from 2004 to 2008, but their perception of
the role played by the degree itself for awareness of cross-cultural issues has not changed much. These results
strongly suggest that there is a lot that can be done within learning and teaching of Economics to further support
cross-cultural awareness and fluency of Economics graduates.

By developing an understanding of international students that acknowledges them as able, experienced learners
who have been successful in other learning contexts, we can work from the constructive premise that the
challenges faced are a result of conflicts between the expectations of the parties involved and their actual
experience. International students can be an invaluable asset if we facilitate and value their participation in the
learning community. Staff and students alike can gain wider, richer and internationalised perspectives of
Economics, and of personal and social choices linked to culture.

Notes

1 Quotations marked with * are drawn from Economics Network (2008) Economics Network Students Survey
2008, available at http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/projects/stud_survey2008_full.pdf

2 Quotations marked with * are drawn from Economics Network (2007) Economics Network Lecturer Survey
2007, available at http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/projects/lec_survey2007.pdf

2. Cultural diversity and learning and teaching

In this section we share examples of cultural diversity we have experienced that can directly impact on the
academic performance, behaviour in lectures and social interactions of international students. These examples
support or complement the wealth of published material on this matter (see for example Ramburuth, 2001, who
investigated the perceptions and practice regarding cross-cultural learning behaviour with implications for
teaching, learning and diversity management in Economics; and Carroll, 2005).

In some cultural traditions, scholars are treated with great respect as societal role models. Students from such
cultural traditions may address us with ceremony emphasising or exaggerating our academic title, and combining
it with our first name. No matter how many times we invite the student to call us by our first name alone, they
may never feel at ease to do so. Also, some students may seek our advice on personal issues of a serious nature,
beyond the scope of normal pastoral care. In these situations it is best all round to refer the students to specialised
support services within the institution.

Knowledge is, for many, considered as having an intrinsic value for humanity, with no ownership or attribution to
its creators. The fundamental value of learning and of researching to become a better human being is in contrast
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with applied research and learning for a career and material gains:*

‘My main objective was to learn economics rather than getting a degree, however, currently I just
wish I could finish my degree as soon as possible because I am not learning what [ wanted. I have
become a degree secker instead of knowledge seeker.’

Referencing can be meaningless if we believe we should integrate learnt knowledge as our own. This is
fundamental to understanding why so many students are considered to be colluding and plagiarising even after
being explicitly told that this is unacceptable, and that they can face exclusion.

Top Tip

The purpose of referencing escapes many international students, and is not an immediately easy task as it
implies being very attentive to detail. Exemplifying how to reference properly using our own work
somehow humanises the experience. Asking the students to practise referencing under our guidance and
giving students immediate feedback can be very helpful.

There are also implications for answering exam questions and writing essays. Many students will consider that
basic questions that check factual knowledge cannot be just that. They take such questions as opportunities to
show how much they know around the subject without ever stating the obvious because that is obvious and the
lecturer or teacher already knows that. As a result, such students produce long answers that do not address what is
asked, and that often have to be marked as wrong. Similarly writing essays can be a problem.* Some students will
produce work that is three times as long; that does not address the immediate concerns of the essay but is instead
speculative; where no distinction is provided between facts and opinions; that is poorly referenced, or not
referenced at all. This tends to be an issue when students first start their degrees but can have a big impact on
their motivation:*

‘Essay writing during the first year was a little difficult.’

Respect in some cultures also manifests itself by not looking straight at others, so that there is no eye contact. We
could interpret the student as lacking in confidence, being extremely shy, not being interested or even being rude.
This is relevant when students give presentations as they may receive lower marks.

Top Tip

Students who do not look at us directly when talking or listening, respond constructively when we explain
sensitively how such behaviour can be interpreted. Students need to consider negotiating with themselves
and changing a behaviour that may be core to their culture.

In some countries, arriving late, chatting with peers or answering the mobile phone in lectures or tutorials is not
an issue. We have given lectures in some countries where students take notes whilst answering their mobile
phones, or leave the lecture halfway through and come back later without any form of justification. When
international students chat during lectures or tutorials, particularly in a language other than English, it can be
distracting, irritating and interpreted as a lack of respect. However, students may be trying to support each other’s
learning as expressed in the following quote from an Economics lecturer:

‘In the past I have occasionally had overseas students talking in class — but this was usually one of
them translating for the others.’
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Interrupting or talking at the same time as other people can be considered normal and even desirable in some
cultures, as it indicates people are paying attention and are interested. Yet, in the UK it may be interpreted as
disruptive, aggressive or rude. We need to address these issues early on, by explaining to students clearly that
such behaviour is distracting and considered disrespectful.

Some students will want to give us presents, as an expression of respect. It could be food and drinks, but it could
also be expensive goods (or money and vouchers) and even forbidden imports such as stuffed crocodiles. Simply
telling such students that we cannot accept presents does not solve the problem, as in a number of cultures it is
polite to accept a present only after having refused to accept it a number of times. So students will insist that we
accept, as it is part of a cultural ritual for them to insist and for us to refuse! Such students can seem to be
intrusive and as trying to ingratiate themselves with us in some way.

Top Tip

One approach to deter students from giving us presents is to tell them that we cannot personally accept
presents as such gifts become university property and have to be formally recorded (check your university
policy on gifts).

Shaking hands energetically, patting each other on the back, gesticulating, talking loudly and standing very close
to others may be the norm in some cultures but considered as overtly aggressive in the UK. Unless students are
told about these interpretations explicitly, they will not necessarily notice that they are behaving differently to
others.

Making quick decisions, taking initiative or volunteering information before developing a strong sense of
belonging to a group is not expected in some cultures. However, in the UK reluctance to do the above could be
interpreted as passive or non-assertive behaviour. This can lead to some students feeling they are not given the
time to think and having to accept other people’s decisions, particularly in group work. Making these differences
explicit to all may ease relationships between students.

Some students will be surprised that there may be fewer senior female academics in the UK than in their country
of origin; others will consistently not acknowledge the presence and professional competence of female
academics and will only accept male academics.

Top Tip
Some students feel uncomfortable in one-to-one or small group meetings where they are the only person of

that gender. Leaving the door open of the office or room where the meeting is taking place, and offering the
student a seat by the door can reassure them.

Some international students will think that English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh are the same; and many non-
European international students may even assume that all European students (including UK students) are the
same. Likewise some UK students may believe that all Africans, for example, are the same. This form of
stereotyping can create irritation for students and staff alike.

3. Being aware of language and cultural references

— 3.1. Language issues for students
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— 3.2. Strong regional accents

— 3.3. Particular uses of English
— 3.4. Culturally specific references

— Note

3.1. Language issues for students

English language is an important factor when international students choose to study in the UK. A good command
of English is a highly valued skill for many professionals across the world, and achieving language fluency is a
goal for international students. Although institutions set certain language standards as entry requirement, the
monitoring of these standards tends to be subcontracted to language units within the institutions.

One issue faced by many international students is the sudden realisation when they arrive in the UK that despite
their language qualifications they still find it difficult to understand what others say and others find it difficult to
understand them. This is usually often unexpected and can be very disheartening. As a result many international
students become very self-conscious which can lead them to avoid speaking with others and to isolation.

Often international students, particularly those new to the UK, are more fluent in written than in spoken English.
They may not be prepared for specialised jargon, and initially being taught and tested in English can be
unexpectedly difficult. A further issue is that students may feel inhibited to ask for clarification which can affect
their performance.

Schmitt (2005) reports that the vocabulary considered sufficiently large for native English speakers is 40,000
words whilst for non-native English speakers entering university it is 10,000 words. Schmitt ez al. (2001) found
the average vocabulary of university-aged English language students in several countries to be just under 4600
words. As would be expected with such a limited vocabulary, students' understanding and progress are likely to
be affected. A study by Shanahan and Meyer (2003) found that first-year students of Economics for whom
English was a second language, did significantly worse in end-of-semester examination results than students for
whom English was a first language.

The following quotes reflect some difficulties initially faced by some international students studying Economics
in the UK:*

‘At the beginning of the course it was difficult to grasp more technical and academic terms, but I
would not see that as a long-term problem.’

‘I had hardly any experience with essay writing, which resulted in several bad marks at the
beginning of my course.’

A high proportion of international students of Economics in the UK report that their learning had been affected in
some way due to language:*

“To some extent, yes. It doesn't affect my understanding, but when it comes to asking questions and
writing essays, I do have some problems.’

International students who are native or near-native English speakers, and to some extent UK students whose first
language is not English or who come from areas with strong regional accents, can also struggle. The practical
suggestions on learning and teaching we share in this chapter may be useful for them as well.
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Many international students initially rely on varied verbal and non-verbal cues to understand what is being said,
including pace and emphasis, lip reading, facial expressions, hand movements, multisensory signals and
contextual prompts. Strong regional accents, colloquialism, the use of unusual phrasal verbs, jargon,
abbreviations, acronyms and references to culturally specific information can all obscure the message. Being
aware of language and cultural references is very important, as commented by a UK Economics lecturer:

am searching for ideas all the time — [the Economics Network site] helps me in this regard.’
3.2. Strong regional accents

It is inevitable to encounter strong accents in an international environment whether individuals are native
speakers or not. Both international and UK students consider language issues as barriers to learning:*

‘The seminar tutor should speak better English, as a strong Chinese accent makes it sometimes very
hard to follow, even for my native English speaking friends.’

‘Use of more understandable English by the tutors would make seminars far more useful. They can
be a little useless when the group cannot understand the tutor and the tutor cannot understand the
students when questions are raised.’

Whilst it may be expected that in international environments people may not immediately understand each other,
and that this should not necessarily be a barrier to communication, a strong accent can make the a lecture or
tutorial incomprehensible. From the students’ perspective, struggling to follow what we are saying because of our
accent can be very frustrating and from their perspective, unacceptable. It is therefore crucial that the delivery of
content does not rely exclusively on the spoken word.

Another problem is when students ask a question or offer an opinion but we cannot understand them due to their
accent. Asking the students to repeat or rephrase may be embarrassing and counterproductive. Sometimes, it is
tempting to pretend we have understood the contribution and try to move on. On a practical note, from our
experience, the more we engage with different accents the more we are likely to come to understand them.

Top Tip
A constructive approach when we cannot understand students’ contributions due to strong accents is to ask

the student to write the question/comment on a piece of paper for us to read, and then for us to write the
question on the board for the benefit of all.

3.3. Particular uses of English

Colloquialism, idiomatic and unusual expressions, phrasal verbs, jargon, abbreviations and acronyms

Calling a spade a spade. We should avoid using colloquialisms, idiomatic or unusual expressions that take a long
time to understand and learn. One of us recently heard a specialist referring to ‘looking at the accounts with a
beady eye’ thought it was an acronym 'a BDI', and asked what it was. So if we do use such expressions, we should
explain what they mean and why we are using them.
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Most international students will know common phrasal verbs including fo stand up. Less common phrasal verbs
can be very difficult to decode and even puzzling. For example, what does to stand down mean? Is it the opposite
of to stand up? If so, how can we physically do it? To develop awareness of such unusual uses can take a long
time! Can we use alternatives maybe closer to the Latin or Greek root? For example, instead of to stand down we
might use resign. Linguistically related to phrasal verbs are also expressions that use the same particles as phrasal
verbs but in a different order and which have very different meanings — these can be very confusing. Examples of
this include zo set off and offset; and set up and upset.

We should write down all specialised jargon, abbreviations (e.g.; i.e.) or acronyms (BDI!), and what they mean in
legible print so that we can refer to this when we use them. It is most helpful if we can refer to a glossary that we
have previously made available to students (as discussed in section 6). Also, if year after year, international
students make a spelling mistake writing specialised jargon or expressions, we should refer to this, and maybe
suggest a way of memorising the word/expression properly.

3.4. Culturally specific references

Examples are important to illustrate information and to help students pay attention to the lecture or tutorial.
However, if examples are specific to cultural references they are meaningful only to some students and many
international students may effectively be excluded. An illustration of this is when we asked non-European
international students and staff about ‘ Asterix and Obelix’ and very few recognise these characters.(™°t3) Further
examples include cultural, social, political, religious or historical references based on the UK, USA and Europe;
and TV and radio programmes, films, magazines, newspapers, cartoons and books. Many international students
frequently prefer to watch and listen to programmes and to read sources from their countries of origin. So if we
want to use local examples, we need to explain the context and why we are using them, and if applicable we
could bring a copy to the lecture or tutorial to show.

In cases where our lectures focus on UK specific systems—say, the UK tax system—some international students
may feel that this is not relevant to them. We can explain that the underlying thinking and practicalities about
systems in the UK are transferable to other systems, and that it is of value to analyse different models of
organisation and to learn how to access the relevant information.

Top Tip

The motivation of international students can increase if we ask them to contribute with information relevant
to their country. For example, we can ask students to verify the specific impact that a global trend has on a
particular economic aspect of their country.

Note

3. The Adventures of Asterix is a series of hardback French comic strips, first published in 1959, very popular
with children and adults alike, in many European countries (http://www.asterix.com/)

4. Promoting interaction for integration

— 4.1. Interaction in the lecture and tutorial, step-by step

— 4.2. Games and case studies
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— 4.3. Group work outside the lecture or tutorial

— 4.4. International students giving presentations

= 4.5. Online interaction

In Economics in particular, poor integration is a missed opportunity for very interesting discussions as
international students represent a variety of economic regimes from all over the world. Students from diverse
academic traditions also have complementary skills that can be used as a resource for learning. An example is that
some international students have higher levels of mathematical ability but struggle with economic intuition and
interpretation of results compared with UK students. Interaction that specifically acknowledges these
complementary skills can be valuable as international students can check the mathematics of UK students and UK
students can check the intuition and explanations of the international students (Long and Barnett, 2008).

Even though many international and UK students would like to interact more, they often misinterpret each others'
intentions. For example, a study found that Australian students often think that international students prefer not to
mix with them, and vice versa (Volet and Ang, 1998).

Below we discuss how to achieve integration through interaction. We analyse the space provided by the lecture
theatre to interact; we give step-by step guidance on how to promote and monitor interaction in the lecture or
tutorial; we discuss issues relevant to games and case studies; we discuss group work outside the lecture or
tutorial; and we share views on e-interaction.

There may be students who do not like to engage in activities. As long as we provide alternatives for these
students to learn (e.g. watching the behaviour of others; trying to look into emerging patterns on their own) we
are not excluding them from learning.

4.1. Interaction in the lecture and tutorial, step-by step

In our experience, the lecture space is fundamental to initiating interaction between all students under our
guidance. Sharda (1995) highlights the importance of the cultural awareness and sensitivity of staff in supporting
the workings of culturally diverse groups, and that group work in class provides opportunities for staff to monitor
groups’ social dynamics.

The size and seating arrangements in lecture theatres often make them appear unwelcoming spaces, and students
tend to sit next to their friends. So a common justification against embedding interaction in lectures is that it can
only be done in small groups, and in rooms where students can walk around.

Activities for interaction include those proposed by Sloman and Mitchell (2002) such as anticipating outcomes
to scenarios presented; comparing notes; sharing doubts; filling in gaps in handouts; answering questions; sharing
thoughts relating to a quote; anticipating trends in curves; and predicting behaviours.

In our experience, groups of three make good groups as everyone has a chance to contribute fairly, in a short time.
Bigger groups may defeat the purpose.

When planning these activities for the lecture, we allocate 1 minute per student per group, plus 1 minute to write
down keywords, plus 1 minute per group to share in plenary. In a variation of this format, we give 1 minute for
students to reflect on the question on their own and to write down keywords, and then another 2 minutes for
students to share in small groups. Instead of asking groups to share in plenary, we can show the students the
answers to the activities proposed and give them another 3 minutes to compare in their groups with what they had
achieved.
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We specifically ask students to form groups of three with others they have not worked with before. We say and
write something along the lines of ‘Please find two people sitting within your reach that you have not worked
with before.’ In the following schematics we suggest ways to form groups of three. Students sitting in adjacent
rows across a corridor can easily stand up and change places. This gives enough variety to group membership.

Figure 1 Schematic of sitting arrangements in an amphitheatre type room where the rectangles represent rows,
and same-fill adjacent circles represent students working in the same group.

Top Tip

If students are reluctant to interact they may need some encouragement or clarification. Having written
instructions and aims, and reaffirming the benefits of interaction, is usually sufficient for students to engage.
We should give the choice to students who prefer to work on their own to do so.

International and UK students generally enjoy working this way and are constructive about overcoming
difficulties in communication to complete the activities successfully.

Frequently, students start by introducing themselves and where they come from, which is a great step for
integration.

Our observations over the years lead us to conclude that there are a number of valuable outcomes of proposing
such activities, for motivating integration of international students:
1. Students work together who might not otherwise interact.

2. Engaging in such activities on a regular basis prepares students to listen to different ways of
expression including different accents, and different culturally informed views.

3. Students tend to leave the lectures in mixed, rather than in the initial same-cultural background,
groups.

4. This is a constructive foundation for more demanding group work outside the lecture.

Top Tip

As students come to expect working in mixed groups in lectures they no longer sit next to their friends and
clusters of same-cultural background students tend to disperse. Apart from integration in the lecture,
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interaction may also nurture informal peer support networks.

Interaction in the lecture motivates international students and further energises the class. We find that it no longer
takes most of the semester or academic year for international students to develop enough trust in us and in the rest
of the group to be willing to contribute.

4.2. Games and case studies

Using games and case studies in lectures or seminars can help make Economics lectures and tutorials more
meaningful and help to motivate students (see for example Sloman and Mitchell, 2002; and Volpe, 2002). When
asked about aspects of their Economics degree that could be improved* students refer to more interactive
elements, such as games, experiments and role-play.

There are three issues we feel important to address when considering such approaches in an international
environment.

1. We need to be realistic in our planning of how long the activities take, so that the conclusions at the
end are not rushed, which can lead to international students being unable to follow.

2. International students may need longer to understand why games and case studies are relevant for
their learning.

3. Following instructions with jargon that international students cannot recognise can be de-motivating.
Even if we reassure the students that they will understand once they engage with the activity, it is
still very frustrating to try to do something they have not understood.

Top Tip

Enriching the instructions of games and case studies with multisensory resources can help international
students better understand and recall information.

For example, a game with very simple instructions such as ‘Setting up a pit market’, used to introduce the supply
and demand model, can be initially very confusing for international students. So how can multisensory resources
be of help? Do all international students know what a pit market is? Why not show a photograph? When the roles
of buyers and sellers are allocated, can we enrich the verbal instructions with visual or auditory cues? Small
changes can make it easier to memorise the roles so we could allocate the buyers (and highlight the b for buyers)
with the black cards (and highlight the b in black) to make it easier to remember. Also can we complement this
with showing and keeping visible the colour of the cards? Can we use a simple cartoon to explain the
instructions?

4.3. Group work outside the lecture or tutorial

Group work can be invaluable for students to acquire and develop values and skills. Equally, it can be very
frustrating and discourage students from interacting. If this is the case when all group members have attended the
same or comparable educational system, having a mixed international and UK membership can bring far more
complexity to group work. Different (and divergent) unspoken culturally-influenced values, expectations and
prior skills become more salient when trying to comply with deadlines. Our observations indicate that students
who experience culturally mixed groups regard anticipated difficulties as manageable supporting the findings of
Volet and Ang (1998) and those of De Vita (2005: 77). We too find it important to share these affirmative
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outcomes of culturally diverse group work with all students to remove unhelpful preconceptions. Carroll (2005)
also addresses some interesting issues related to group work.

Before suggesting international students work in groups, it is important to consider the following issues carefully.

1. Suggesting group work at the beginning of the course is not wise as some international students will still be
struggling with language, learning how systems work, and trying to access information including the library,
internet and intranet, and VLEs. They may therefore be unable fully and equally to participate in group work.

2. International and UK students interact better in groups if they have already had plenty of opportunities to work
together during lectures and tutorials as suggested before. Still we have to be aware that unless we do the group
allocation, UK and international students might not mix.

Top Tip

In group allocation we need to be sensitive as international conflicts can make some students reluctant to
work with others. We must make it clear to all students that if there is a reason why they would like a
different group allocation, they can contact us in confidence.

3. Whilst in some countries, students have more exposure to assessed group work than in the UK, in other
countries group work may be considered as not real learning. So whilst some international students will have very
professional, proactive and constructive approaches to group work others will be uninterested and disengaged.

4. To assess the process we can ask all students to submit reflective journals. Self-regulation and keeping records
of emails exchanged, when meetings took place, what was discussed and decided and who attended can be very
useful for us to balance who did what and when. Our experience is that many international students do not
understand the relevance of reflective journals. Can we provide them with examples and can we make it explicit
that these are part of the assessment?

5. We need to clarify what we expect to get from group work; what the roles are within the group; how we expect
the group to self-regulate and that all contribute fairly; the typical barriers to group work and how they might be
overcome; and what students can gain and what the challenges might be.

For example, in many cases, working in groups with international and UK membership can be slow, with the
potential for misunderstandings. Some international students feel that they are not given the opportunities to
express themselves, are being misunderstood intentionally, and are being rushed to make decisions. Some UK
students may feel that the progress is insufficient and they are effectively wasting time, not learning as much, and
that they will be marked down. Some other international students with more experience of group work may feel
that UK students do not make enough effort.

Top Tip

Make explicit to all students the values and skills they can gain from group work and the added value of an
international membership. Also be clear about the difficulties that groups with a culturally-diverse
membership can pose and how the difficulties may be manifested in practice.

Shanahan and Meyer (2003) observed that awarding bonus points for completion of a non-traditional curricular
task related to learning issues resulted in increased student responses, and supported students’ perceptions of the
legitimacy of the task as integral, rather than external, to the course. An equivalent approach can be incorporated
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regarding knowledge and understanding of different cultures as an item that contributes to the final assessment of

group work. We first need to ensure how specific we expect students to be in return about what they have learnt
from each culture presented in the group.

4.4. International students giving presentations

Some international students may not have encountered this type of academic situation, and some may be too
uncomfortable with their way of expression in English, as expressed by an Economics student:*

‘(...) in terms of presentations it was quite problematic for me to speak in front of people.’

Asking international students to give presentations can result in unnecessary tension. Adjustments may help the
student feel more comfortable with the situation. For example, would the student prefer giving the presentation in
a smaller room, to a smaller audience? Or maybe to read from a script while sitting down?

Consider whether allowances should be made for oral fluency of international students when giving
presentations. McMahon (2007) argues that since students will be assumed to have a very good command of
English on finishing their degree in the UK, they should be judged in the same way as UK students. However,
international students may sometimes feel it unfair to be penalised due to their use of language. We suggest that if
such a criterion is to be adopted, international students should be given plenty of support on their presentation
skills, and staff assessing the presentation should give specific feedback on what and how exactly the use of
language can be improved, so that international students can work towards specific goals.

All students preparing to give presentations have to be aware of the diversity of audience needs including those of
(other) international students. We can specify what we do in our practice to support the learning of international
students, including making available materials beforehand; writing down questions; making references available;
and responding to questions and comments in an affirmative manner. We can formalise criteria relating to clarity
of the presentation to international audiences in the evaluation sheet.

Top Tip

Avoid asking international students to read aloud in lectures or tutorials as this can cause embarrassment for
those who are self-conscious about their pronunciation, particularly at the beginning of their course.

4.5. Online interaction

With Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) and social networking platforms we can communicate with students
in a way that makes effective use of our time. In addition, outside the academic context, and irrespective of
language and cultural differences, many students are increasingly using social networking sites. If we use these
means to enrich our teaching we may facilitate students’ engaging with the subject.

Social networking can be used to great effect to promote learning of academic content and interaction of
international and UK students in and outside the class. Communicating academic content using spaces students
use to socialise seems to make the students perceive the subject and the lecturer or teacher as familiar and
motivating. However, we would like to caution that some colleagues feel that they effectively spend more time
moderating students’ contributions. Good training on advantages and disadvantages, as well as on the time
management skills required is recommended before we consider proposing their use as learning tools.
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5. Being sensitive with questions, answers and
comments

— 5.1. Offering questions and inviting comments
— 5.2. Responding to questions/comments

— 5.3. Supporting international students in sharing doubts and comments

5.1. Offering questions and inviting comments

One of the recurrent comments about international students is that they do not contribute in lectures or tutorials.
The classic ‘Are there any questions?’ followed by an uncomfortable silence, is often used to justify moving on
quickly. But do we find it easy to interrupt the Dean or Vice Chancellor with a question or comment without
feeling that it may seem obvious or irrelevant to the rest of the audience? International students have the added
tension of simultaneously internally debating how to articulate the question or comment in ‘good English’. In our
view, questions should be used as offering opportunities to learn. However, they can sometimes be felt as threats.

Top Tip

If we want international students to contribute to a discussion we have to anticipate that initially they may
struggle to find the right words or expressions, and may need more time than UK students. In addition,
international students are more likely to contribute with questions and opinions when they feel safe that they
will not be ridiculed for their English.

An approach we have adopted in our practice that motivates international students to answer questions is as
follows:

1. We avoid asking questions directly of individual students, whether international or UK.

2. We are also particularly aware of the difficulties in presenting international students with a text that they have
not had an opportunity to prepare, and asking them to respond to questions. If we want to consider written
material not made available beforehand, we must give enough time for international students to read it. A good
approach is that we read the material twice over in silence, and that usually corresponds to the time many
international students take to read once.

3. We always write the question down with clearly legible handwriting (or have it already written in slide shows,

This has two practical advantages as we avoid the following:

a. when we repeat the question, we are likely to rephrase it and generate added questions or slight
variations from the original one, which can confuse international students;

b. international students may not realise at first that we are asking a question (particularly if we do not
use emphasis), and may worry that we think they are not paying attention.

4. We give students 3 minutes to discuss in groups of three what the answer/answers might be.

5. We reassure the students that:
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a.  We can all learn from doubts, so doubts are learning resources.

b.  All interpretations are initially valid, and initially we are more interested in diversity rather than
focus on the quality of the contributions.

c.  We are more interested in giving students opportunities to test their own understanding than in
assessing their individual knowledge at that point in time. This way we get to know and can then
clarify, for example, plausible or intuitive but wrong views, that several students may have.

d. The more difficulties and misconceptions raised and elucidated before the exams, the better for all!
e. Abstract, complex concepts need time to mature and become clear.

f. Inevitably, some students will be focusing more at some times than others, and together in groups
they may have got all or most of the message.

6. We suggest that one of the students writes down the answers produced by the group on a separate A4 piece of
paper, clarifying that we are interested in the combined contribution and not on who contributed what.

7. Once the groups have been talking for 3 minutes we remind them that they should start writing notes on what
they want to share, and we give them an extra minute to do so. In our experience this refocuses the students on
the task and supports them in being succinct.

8. To get the attention of very animated students we clap three or four times.

9. Because of time constraints, we do not ask all the groups to share their contributions in the lecture. We
randomly select two or three groups to read out their findings with one of the group members reading the group
notes.

10. We ask all groups to share their contributions on a VLE or by email.

11. We remind them that whilst the posting will be done by one of the group members, it is important that the
comments are anonymous, i.e. we do not identify which group member contributed what.

12. Being realistic: even if only two groups share their contributions in the lecture, we need to allocate 4 minutes
for group work and 3 minutes for sharing.

Top Tip

International students are more likely to contribute and to take risks if there is a shared responsibility for the
contributions and they are not the sole focus of attention. Even students with strong accents do not generally
have problems in contributing when they are talking with their neighbours.

In our experience if a group interpreted the question differently from what we had originally expected, they
typically apologise for interpreting the ‘wrong way’. We reassure them that their contribution is still welcome.
This is a good opportunity to clarify how to interpret types of question and is valuable preparation for exams and
essays. We should take note in the session plan of the different interpretations of a question as this can inform us
when writing exam questions, and reflect on how to make the question clearer. If several groups interpret our
question in ways we had not expected, it is a strong indication that the question needs to be rephrased.

This approach has enabled us to probe and learn misconceptions students have regarding the topics taught; to
reflect on the areas of our lecturing we need to clarify further; and to help international students feel that they can

https://feconomicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/international_students 15/26



17/09/2024, 12:04 Motivating International Students

contribute to everyone’s learning regardless of their perceived communication difficulties.

In seminars and tutorials, where more time can be allocated for each question and student cohorts are smaller, we
can invite all groups to share the answers obtained.

Top Tip

In tutorials, groups can show their responses using a visualiser or putting up their contributions on the wall
so that all students can go round the room and read them. We need to allocate 10 minutes for this, but we
can be sure that all feel focused and energised.

Advantages of this approach include that:

a. we save time, as we avoid groups repeating or rephrasing the same items;
b. we avoid the potential distractions that result from listening to the contents of all posters

c. totick or add an item to a poster implies that at least one member of each group is paying enough
attention;

d. all groups feel they have contributed, even if to inform us that all items have been covered by
previous groups.

5.2. Responding to questions/comments

When it comes to responding to questions or comments from international students we have adopted the
following approach.

If we understood the question being asked, we start by repeating the question or comment (or rephrasing it,
particularly if it needs to be simplified) to check that our understanding represents the student’s meanings. We
write down the question/comment or its keywords on the board. Very importantly, this gives the opportunity for
all students to read the contribution, and be prepared to engage with the answer.

We thank the student for their contribution. We may say ‘thank you’, ‘that is a relevant point’ or ‘that’s an
interesting question’. What we are signalling to all the students is that we welcome their willingness to contribute,
and that the whole group can benefit. Even if it is a request to repeat what we have just said, we thank the student
as we can anticipate that several international students may also have missed that particular point.

Top Tip

Aim to keep answers short and simple, and avoid lengthy answers or too much detail as international
students may be unable to follow. Writing keywords and drawing visual elements such as a diagram or flow
chart on the board can help.

When we finish, we can check that our response has addressed the question and open the possibility for the
students to contact us if issues remain. For example, we may say ‘Does this answer your question?’, ‘I hope this
answers your question’, ‘Any issues remaining please come and see me afterwards’, ‘We can discuss this further
at the tutorial/seminar’. We can invite the students to post queries on the VLE or by email, e.g. ‘Please email me
to remind me of this conversation’.
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What if we perceive a question or a comment as provocative? This is where we need to be very aware of the
cultural differences that we have mentioned in section 2. Cultural differences influence the responses we expect
from International students, and our interpretations of unexpected responses. Students may sound inappropriately
aggressive, apologetic or disengaged/uninterested and be genuinely unaware of being perceived that way.

When there are misunderstandings or misperceptions that are uncomfortable or potentially threatening for those
involved, it is best to try to safeguard everyone’s values and worth. For example, if we feel that an international
student is undermining what we are saying, we can anticipate that there might be a misunderstanding and we can
ask the student to specify what the misunderstanding is. If the student is not co-operative, we can diffuse the
situation by suggesting that the discussion is continued at a later date, e.g. on the VLE.

Unless there is a way of communicating sensitively to the student how that behaviour may be interpreted, the
student will not know, and may never develop the appropriate behaviour. In our experience, we have never had to
take more severe action such as asking the student to leave the room or having to call the security, and hope that
we will never be faced with such uncomfortable situations!

5.3. Supporting international students in sharing doubts and
comments

Top Tip

International students should write down their contributions (questions, comments) and can read from the
script. Students tend to be more focused and clear using this method than when trying to contribute from
memory alone. This also makes it possible for us to see the script if we cannot understand the student’s
accent.

International students may be particularly concerned about forgetting what they want to say or about expressing
themselves unclearly. In our experience, giving opportunities for them to work in small groups in the lecture or
tutorial results in more questions from them.

Once the question or comment is clear to us, we can summarise it for the benefit of all present and, if relevant,
can write it down on the board.

The focus is always on enabling communication and not making the students feel inadequate for their accent or
their different sentence constructions

6. Making written information accessible

Unless international students can prepare for lectures and tutorials in good time, they may struggle and be unable
to contribute. In this section we explain particular issues faced by international students, the types of materials we
can make available and access to such materials.

For international students, reading and processing information can initially take a long time. Becoming
acquainted with the language and ways of representing data, checking unclear cultural references, and translating
words and expressions may all be part of the process. We should therefore make the resources available to the
students in good time, so they can prepare at their own pace and with access to dictionaries or online resources.
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If we make any changes to any information international students have received or have already available,
including criteria of assessment, submission deadlines, meetings, teaching times and venues, we need to inform
the students orally and in writing so that they have more chances of getting the information. Waiting until the end
of a lecture or tutorial to make these announcements is not a good approach. Many students will already be
getting ready to go, which increases the background noise, and international students in particular are more likely
to be tired and to misunderstand or not hear.

Materials we can make available include lecture and tutorial notes and handouts; slideshows; glossaries and
vocabulary lists; list of abbreviations, acronyms, jargon and new words; reading lists; previous exam papers;
copies of marked essays; and reflective journals. Such materials can be made available on the intranet and library,
as e-booklets or paper copies, and should be available well in advance of being needed (at beginning of the year
or start of each term or semester). We can also ask students to research and/or read new material, revise
previously covered material, or answer questions that we may post in advance of lectures or tutorials.

Petropoulou (2001) shares the issues faced by international exchange students that join courses at third year
level, and who do not share the background knowledge needed to solve some problems. She has supported such
students by meeting them outside class and by assigning extra reading in advance to prepare them for material to
come.

When designing written materials we should reflect on the following:

1.  Is there too much information in the slides and handouts making them difficult and unattractive to
read?

2. Is there space for students to write notes?
3. Do materials include visually interesting elements?
4.  Are equations, graphs, tables legible when printed?
5. Are the font type and size used legible?
To save paper, we may be tempted to fit two pages in an A4 copy but the material becomes very hard and

unattractive to read. If we provide photocopies in the library, we should choose copies that are not twisted,
blurred, illegible or dirty, as all these aspects greatly affect legibility and are unappealing.

Some international students will have excellent IT skills, but others may be unable to access written materials that
are exclusively reliant on IT literacy, particularly at the beginning of their course. For example, do all students
understand the library systems? Do they know how to access virtual libraries and data catalogues? Can they
access the VLE? Are they happy with email? If not, can we guide the international students to courses available at
the university? Otherwise, can we make paper copies available at the library? Can we suggest those students who
have the skills teach those who have not?

Top Tip

Whilst access to written materials may be difficult for some new international students, they should not be
excluded from learning that depends on having read materials beforehand. We can give them the chance to
learn from other students in the lecture or tutorial.

Here is how we give students the chance to learn from others any relevant information they could not access:

1.  We need to plan 5 minutes in our session plan
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2. It is most important that we do not make students feel guilty for not having prepared.

3. We ask students to form groups where at least one member has engaged with the reading to share
what they remember.

4.  We ask them to write keywords on an A4 sheet of paper.

5. We ask two or three groups to share in plenary what they remember.

This allows all students to have a general understanding of the issues we wanted addressed before the lecture or
tutorial. It creates good opportunities for international and UK students to interact constructively, and to engage
with each other’s interpretations. Rather than doing progressively less preparation for the lectures or tutorials,
relying on someone else to have done it, our observations are that more students come prepared as they enjoy the
social interaction and sharing of their learning.

7. Assessment and feedback

— Multiple choice questions

- Feedback

In relation to assessment we would like to focus on multiple choice questions. Other aspects of assessment of

international students have be explored in a number of recent publications (e.g. Ryan, 2005; and Brown and
Joughin 2007).

Multiple choice questions

Multiple choice questions present particular barriers to international students: the right answer should be
unambiguously right; all the other answers should be plausible but wrong. The issue for international students is
that because of language, the level of certainty can become lower or, equally, the level of ambiguity can become
higher.

It is also difficult for new international students to interpret questions and to relate the theory with the questions
asked, and to relate doubts and questions to those already addressed in frequently asked questions. So they need
to be given opportunities to learn and practise the language in this particular context. Can we provide lists of
typical language used in questions? Can past exam papers be provided at the beginning of the year and be worked
on in tutorials?

Feedback

The aim of feedback is to support learning in relation to stated outcomes. In other words, it should provide a link
between the student’s present performance and future targets:

‘Personally feedback is one of the most important elements to improving.” (Student, Economics
Network survey)

Feedback (or lack of it) affects all students of Economics. In the case of international students, there are particular
barriers as they may not be familiar with classifications, assessment rubrics or indeed the difference between
writing conventions for essays, reports, or reflective journals. This is expressed by an Economics student:*
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‘Learning experiences have not prepared me for the teaching and assessment style used in the UK as
it differs very much from the system I am used to.’

It is worth remembering the need to be explicit: the ‘what’ the ‘how’ and the ‘why’. We should be explicit well in
time before any students engage with work that will be assessed so that they have the chance to understand how
learning outcomes relate to assessment. No feedback or poor feedback results in depriving students of
information they need to develop.

Some Economics students feel they are left ignorant of their progress due to lack of continuous assessment and
that there is too much dependence on the final exam. Comments include:*

‘We rarely get any feedback on our submitted work.’
“Very little feedback received through all courses.’

Realistically, assessing students’ work is very time-consuming and possibly one of the most unrewarding tasks we
have to engage with. Assessing the work of international students can be more complex and more time-
consuming as we need to be sensitive to their use of the language. The cumulative spelling difficulties, unusual
use of words, and uncommon sentence structure can make it very hard for us to feel constructive and to interpret
appreciatively the meanings behind what is stated, and to mark the work fairly.

To return assessed work in a timely manner puts a lot of pressure on us. But unless we do so, the assessment is
unlikely to be of much use as it can require a lot of effort to refocus on the work many weeks after it was
submitted. Hence the large piles of uncollected essays when students have already moved onto something else!
To empathise with this, think of the effort it may require for us to try to engage constructively with reviewers’
comments regarding a paper we have submitted for publication three months earlier! The same happens to
students:*

‘[Feedback is] normally received too late to be of any help’; ‘Highly poor at my university, you have
to chase lecturers for feedback.’

To give one-to-one feedback to all international students is unrealistic as there is not enough time when student
cohorts are large. But we can understand students’ frustrations expressed below.* Let us just imagine that instead
of detailed feedback from reviewers on a paper we submitted for publication, we have general areas of
improvement for the errors we have made!

‘I would have loved a lot more feedback and criticism specifically about my own assignments rather
than discussing them in groups.’

‘If the lecture give feedback one-to-one, it is very useful; just give classification is useless.’

Hyatt (2005) discusses types of feedback, and the importance of giving encouragement and appreciation to
students with the purpose of establishing and maintaining good academic and social relationships.

One way to humanise formative comments is with the following structure:

1. We start with a brief sentence of appreciation for the effort/time/interest the student has invested.
2. We describe what has been done well.
3. We highlight three points that need further development.

4.  We finish by expressing hope that the student’s future work may gain from our feedback.
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In our experience, following such a structure makes the task of marking large numbers of essays and exams more
personable and focused, coherent and fair for everyone involved, as all students get the same amount and type of
comments, and we work more efficiently.

The following suggestions are designed to make students gain an appreciation of the challenges of assessing
work, including the time taken to assess and to articulate feedback.

1. Give students as much preparation as you can prior to the actual evaluation. Explain how they will be tested
and what is expected of them. Providing students with examples of model answers to past papers, for example,
gives them a clear idea of the standards they should be aiming for. The Economics Network has excellent
resources on this.

2. Before students have to submit an assessed piece of work, post a piece of work with errors and suggest that
they:

1. comment and mark it following specific criteria;

2. write suggestions for improving the work;

3. bring their conclusions to the lecture or tutorial to share with colleagues;

4. in the lecture or tutorial, give 5 minutes for international and UK students to share their conclusions

in mixed groups.

When students hand in their work for assessment, a way of addressing the multiple tensions referred to above is
as follows:

1.  We post a numbered list of formative comments on particular difficulties, frequent misinterpretations
and errors on VLE or by email.

2. We suggest that the students reflect on the completed task, and conduct self-evaluation in their own
time with reference to the numbered list we provided.

3. We ask the students to bring a copy of their self-evaluated work to the following lecture or tutorial.

4.  We address the points on the numbered list in plenary.

This gives international students a chance of understand better the type of feedback they are likely to receive, and
to have an idea of what to expect.

Top Tip

We can provide students with a list of common issues that they can use for self-assessment, and use the
same list when we assess the work, as a way to provide consistency of terms of reference. If new patterns of
errors emerge, we can distribute them to complement the previous list.

Fullekrug et al. (2007) engaged in an assessment protocol that included students sharing their lecture notes
online with other students and with the lecturers. This became an interesting strategy to share understanding of
the topic and to complement, clarify and/or correct the notes. The co-created lecture notes were compiled as a
comprehensive booklet which led to a sense of group ownership. This type of assessment increased focus and
purpose. The staff involved learnt the common difficulties presented by the subject and the time spent assessing
the work was effectively reduced.
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A word about language. Even though some international students will come to the UK to ‘master the language to
perfection’, once they stop attending English language courses their level of written English can deteriorate
rapidly. Therefore, whilst as lecturers or teachers we do not have the time or training to provide written
commentaries on language use, it is advisable to make a sensitive remark about general language use (e.g.
relating to word structure, making plurals and using articles).

8. Where next?

— Further reading

— Web resources

All links were last checked on 27 October 2021.
Further reading

LeFrancois, G. R. (2000) Theories of Human Learning: What the Old Man Said, 4 edition, USA: Ed Wadsworth
Publishing Co Inc.

Caruana, V. and Spurling, N. (2007) The Internationalisation of UK Higher Education: a review of selected
material. Project Report
https://www.sussex.ac.uk/webteam/gateway/file.php?name=lit-review-internationalisation-of-uk-he-
v2&site=44

Outcomes from institutional audit. Arrangements for international students. Second series (Archive.org copy)
http://web.archive.org/web/20090605170849/http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews/institutional Audit/outcomes/seri
es2/InternationalStudents.asp

Library services for international students, SCONUL
http://www.sconul.ac.uk/publication/library-services-for-international-students

Jones, E. and Brown, S. (eds) (2007) Internationalising Higher Education: Enhancing Learning, Teaching and
Curriculum and a review by Lee, C. (2008)
http://escalate.ac.uk/4047

Fielden, J., Middlehurst, R. and Woodfield, S. (2007) Global Horizons for UK Students. A guide for universities,
London: Council for Industry & Higher Education.

Appleton, J., Hirst, S., Leggott, D. Mwanje, Z. Stapleford, J. (2008) Hands-on Internationalisation, edited by
David Killick, Leeds Metropolitan University
http://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/2813/1/Hands_on_Internationalisation.pdf

Web resources

Assessing group work
http://web.archive.org/web/20210224194725/https://melbourne-
cshe.unimelb.edu.au/ __data/assets/pdf file/0003/1770717/Group.pdf
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Advice for students unfamiliar with assessment practices in Australian higher education

http://web.archive.org/web/20170220015639/http://melbourne-
cshe.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf file/0004/1770709/IntStaff.pdf

A 14-minute video useful for reflecting about learning and teaching in large classes in general. It is not aimed at
learning and teaching international diverse student cohorts so we believe activities need to be introduced more
frequently considering a 7-10 minute attention span rather than the 20 minute proposed as we discuss in
section §.

Teaching Large Classes. A video featuring Graham Gibbs
http://learningandteaching.dal.ca/vhtest/largeclasses.html (broken link)

A useful reference for students is the OU’s online resource on mathematics and statistics, Chapter 3 ‘The
language of proof”. This can be accessed at

http://web.archive.org/web/20181001235937/http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/pluginfile.php/622840/mo

d_resource/content/1/m208_5 section3.pdf

A good source of information for graphics can be found at
http://personal.ashland.edu/jgarcia/Macroeconomics%20233/MacroEconPowerpt2004/Chap002a%20Graphing.p
pt (broken link)

The University of Leeds Language Centre has an easy-to-use, self-paced interactive resource that can be an
excellent tool to support international

students: http://web.archive.org/web/20091124063117/http://www.leeds.ac.uk/languages/resource/english/gr

aphs/tren.htm

National Student Forum. Annual Report 2008. Available at http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/14220
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1. Introduction

The starting point for this chapter is the ‘maths problem’ in United Kingdom
Higher Education (UK HE). This provides a challenging environment for the
delivery of both maths and stats teaching in many subjects, particularly economics
that is the focus here. Many assume that the ‘problem’ is only in teaching students
who illustrate very limited maths ability or confidence. In fact, the diversity of
maths ability is a major issue. This is increasingly the case as UK HE attracts a
high number of students from the European Union (EU) as well as outside the EU,
and thus an increasing number of students from diverse educational backgrounds.
This general upward trend in students coming from outside the UK is reflected in
the background of students choosing to study economics.

This chapter will draw a distinction between maths and stats modules, compared to
other economics modules that rely on understanding of maths and stats. Its aim is
to provide guidance together with a selection of ‘hints and tips’ to assist
practitioners, rather than outlining a review of the education literature. The sections
have been kept moderate in length, and an effort has been made to allow the reader
to be able meaningfully read discrete sections so that someone can dip in-and-out
of the chapter.

Towards the end of the chapter there is a question and answer section that aims to
provide step-by-step advice to overcome key problems when teaching maths and
stats.

2. Delivering maths and stats modules

2.1 Lecture series

The traditional approach to teaching maths and stats modules is to deliver a lecture
or more per week. Despite emerging discussions of a problem-based learning
approach few lecturers have fundamentally changed their teaching style.
Nevertheless, maths and stats modules are ideal for trialling such an approach.
Typically maths and stats students in schools and colleges learn by a relatively
light touch lecture style teaching, involving short demonstrations and a high
proportion of practical work undertaken by the students. However there is
reluctance to move to this format in Higher Education. Partly this seems to be due
to a difficulty in identifying how this approach could be formulated in a university
context. It is also undoubtedly more difficult to plan for such an approach given the
resource constraints that ever larger cohorts entail.

Despite these challenges, it is worth considering the problem-based approach. A
basic overview of the structure of the approach is:
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Problem

First meeting
Research
Feedback meeting
Response

aOkrwbE

The problem-based style of learning can be used in a variety of different formats.
One set-up would be for all the teaching sessions to be designed around setting
groups of students the task of working through problem sets. The role of the
teaching staff in the classroom is then to offer advice as needed. This could be
followed by the presentation of the group findings. In this set-up there would be no
lectures, essentially meaning the sessions are workshops/clinics. A drawback of
this approach is that students may not recognise the sessions as part of a “proper’
module and therefore be less willing to fully engage. If this approach were used
successfully there would be a need for very clear guidelines on expectations and
learning outcomes.

Another issue that is arises with respect to the problem-based learning approach is
that students may become reliant on the group, meaning that they may struggle to
carry out problem solving in an independent context. Therefore if you undertake
the problem-based learning approach it may be sensible to also consider
incorporating individual assessment into your maths/stats module, both formative
and summative.

Lectures can provide a useful function, even in a practical subject that lends itself
to learning-by-doing. Lectures can act as signposts so that students become aware
of what should be their current level of learning and the expectations for future
learning. Lectures also provide an effective mechanism for delivering material to a
large number of students, avoiding the repetition that can prove very draining for
staff teaching on a one-to-one basis. However, the effectiveness of a large group
lecture depends on a number of factors. Teaching staff often find lecturing maths
and stats in modules to be problematic due to the diverse ability of the students. It
takes a very well planned and skilled member of teaching staff of deliver a lecture
that students, across the ability spectrum, successfully learn from. Alternatively
you may find that you have a group of students with very weak skills and in this
context lecturing may not be a useful teaching medium. In contrast to the lecture,
one-to-one sessions allow teaching staff to build up an understanding of the range
of experience, ability and confidence of different learners and the unique barriers
they may face.

Supplementing student-focused workshops with occasional lectures (not on a
weekly basis) may be an appealing alternative. The lecture allows for sign-posting
key techniques whilst seminars/tutorials with one-to-one support can be used to
focus on the range of challenges arising from a diverse student body. The merits of
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these different approaches, broadly outlined in this section, centrally depends on
the composition of your group of learners.™t!

The diversity of maths ability of a cohort will vary depending on entry
requirements. For example, it is likely to be much larger in those programmes that
require only a minimum of GCSE-level maths compared with those that require A-
level maths and, hence where students have more recent and similar experience.
The level of overseas student recruitment adds another dimension to this. Where
diversity is an issue, you may also wish to consider offering a preliminary module
in order to narrow the gap between your diverse range of learners, with attendance
dependent on a screening test on entry. If a preliminary module is in place, this
may allow a more ‘traditional’ approach to be used in subsequent modules,
including a weekly lecture series.

Whatever the degree of variation in entry qualifications, in order to effectively
teach a range of learners you must be able to identify the skills of different
students. Therefore in the next section we will consider the merits of screening and
streaming students.

I The decision can be influenced by financial and physical constraints. A weekly
lecture series will tend to be cheaper, in terms of staff costs, than a set of smaller
problem based classes. Teaching space is often organised to facilitate a large group
lecture, tiered rows in a large room, and this is not the kind of facility conductive
to problem-based learning.

2.2 Assigning students to seminar/tutorial groups,
and organising groups in seminars/tutorials

There are wide-ranging views on whether students should be streamed according to
their maths/stats ability when allocating students to teaching groups.
Fundamentally the decision depends on the student body you are teaching. Your
entry requirements and past experience may suggest that the students taking your
maths/stats module are of a roughly similar ability. In this case it may be more
appropriate to consider allocating students on the basis of other concerns around
integration and team-building. In this case weaker students can be offered access to
additional support outside of seminars and workshop activities.

However, typically, a key issue regarding teaching maths/stats modules is how to
deal with a diverse student body in terms of maths/stats ability. In such
circumstances, if groups are allocated on a basis other than ability some students
may be reluctant to ask ‘simple’ questions in front of peers who they perceive to be
more able. This can lead to the less confident students not making sufficient
progress through the syllabus. Conversely, in such mixed sessions other more
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confident and able students may find the sessions ‘boring’ and therefore disengage,
with similarly depressing effects on performance.

When streaming is considered there are always concerns among staff that some
students will perceive that they have been labelled as weak because they are in the
‘bottom’ group. There is no denying that this may be a real issue. However, there
are ways to mitigate the potential downsides, as discussed below. Essentially the
problem can be met head-on by explaining the allocation of students to seminars in
an open and frank discussion with the students themselves and by building an
understanding of the fact that we are all good at different things. In addition it is
important to remind students that the streaming may be incorrect and that they
should request to change groups if they find their allocated group moving too ‘fast’
or ‘slowly’. By following these steps you can create an environment in which
students themselves participate in deciding the best learning environment and as a
result will not feel ‘stuck’ in a particular group.

There will also need to be an emphasis that all groups will cover the core material.
Together, the emphasis that students are not ‘stuck’ in a group and that all groups
will be taught the same core material should counter any negative connotations that
students may have of streaming from school where these features are absent and
different classes may indeed cover a varying syllabus. This approach finds support
in the educational literature. Dancer and Fiebig (2004) note the usefulness of
streaming to allow different styles of teaching to cater for varying maths ability,
with streaming allowing staff to target at risk (of failure) groups. Similarly
Alauddin and Butler (2004) note the benefit from streaming students and providing
differentiated offerings, although the authors recognise that teaching to the median
student in a lecture room is cheaper and that there are resource-induced tensions in
the modern university.

If you decide to stream your students into groups based on a screening test you
may also wish to consider sessions of different lengths. This is because although
you may target a group who require additional foundational support using the test,
there is still likely to be considerable diversity within this group (the greater the
higher is the threshold pass mark in the screening test used for allocations). For
example, you may want to allocate the more maths/stats able students to one-hour
sessions and weaker students to two-hour sessions. This can help reinforce the fact
that the same core material will be discussed in all sessions, albeit at different
speeds across the groups. An alternative is to provide additional support sessions
for students who wish to access this support. However those students who need
this support - and recognise the fact - will often have other competing pressures on
their time and therefore be less likely to make the time unless it is part of their
scheduled activities. Accordingly, by formalising the additional support in different
length sessions you can have more confidence that you will reach the students who
may benefit most from it.
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If streaming your students seems appropriate then the first practical consideration
Is what results to base this on. Assuming that the data is available then maths entry
grades could be used for this purpose. However for some students these grades will
have been obtained two or more years before starting university or be based on
various overseas qualifications. Therefore it may be sensible to consider screening
test prior to the start of the module to establish a current baseline of knowledge.

The next consideration is designing your test. A multiple choice test will allow for
quick marking, as turn-around time is likely to be an issue, and you may consider
on-line testing to avoiding marking altogether. It is perfectly acceptable to use a
multiple-choice test in this setting as long as it is well designed. There is a range of
guidance available to assist you, including that available via the Economics
Network website. The main considerations are that enough answers are available
as options and that these options are sensible in terms of the rational routes that
students may have taken to solve the question.

It is worth bearing in mind that while on-line testing has obvious appeal there are a
number of issues to be borne in mind. You will need to ensure that you can find a
large enough computer room to carry out the testing. The other issue is that it takes
time to become familiar with the on-line testing software available at your
institution and you will need to make sure technical support is available on the day
of the test. The reality is that you will also have some students arriving late and
therefore a mixed economy of on-line and paper-based testing will nearly always
be required. You will also want to make sure you have a paper-based back-up in
case the system ‘crashes’ or some other unforeseen event occurs.

It is important to review your processes and to continue to tailor your approach to
the needs of your students in the light of experience. In particular, the screening
test threshold mark for allocating students to a preliminary support module or to
longer workshop sessions will require review and reflection. As part of this process
it is helpful to check that the test has appropriately streamed the students at the end
of the maths/stats module. Checking the correlation between the screening results
and final grades in the module concerned can be useful guide. Ideally streaming
will have delivered added value bringing all students up to a similar level.
However, in reality maths/stats learning takes more time a typical module allows to
bring students to a similar level and so it is to be expected that there will remain
some degree of positive correlation between screening results and end of module
results.

If you decide to carry out streaming you may still involve students in group work
within the streamed seminar classes. There needs to be thought given to
determining the make-up of these within-class groups. Learners have different
styles: activist, reflector, theorist and pragmatist. There is some evidence to
suggest that it is useful to try and select students with similar learning styles into a
group (Dunn et. al. 1995). Table 1 explains these types of learners. You may wish
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to set an exercise, or a learning style questionnaire (see, for example, Entwistle,
1981; Honey and Mumford, 1995), and then ask the students themselves to identify
their learning style in order to help group formation.

Table 1 Seminar activities appropriate to each type of learner (according to
‘experiential learning’)

Activist style

Learns best from activities
where:

o there are new
experiences/problems,
etc.;

o they can become
engrossed in short
tasks, games,
competitive teamwork
tasks, etc.;

o thereis
excitement/drama/crisis
and things chop and
change with a range of
diverse activities to
tackle;

« there is chance of
limelight, e.g. leading
discussions, giving
presentations;

o they are involved with
other people, e.g.
bouncing ideas off
them, solving problems
as part of a team.

Learns least from activities where:

« learning involves a passive role, e.g. listening to
lectures, reading, explanations;

o they are not directly involved,

« they are required to assimilate, analyse and
interpret lots of data;

o they are required to engage in solitary work, i.e.
reading, writing, thinking on their own;

« they are asked to repeat the same activity over and
over again.

Reflector style

Learns best from activities
where:
Learns least from activities where:
« they are encouraged to
watch/think/chew over
activities;
o theyareableto
listen/observe a group;
o theycanreach a
decision in their own
time without pressure
and tight deadlines.

o they are forced into the limelight;

o they are worried by time pressures or rushed from
one activity to another;

o they are pitched into doing something without
warning.
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Theorist style

Learns best from activities
where:
. Learns least from activities where:

o they are in structured
situations with a clear
puUrpose;

o they are required to
understand and
participate in complex
situations;

e they have time to
explore the associations
and interrelationships
between ideas, events
and situations.

« they have to participate in situations that are
unstructured, where ambiguity and uncertainty are
high, e.g. open-ended problems;

e they are faced with a hotchpotch of
alternative/contradictory techniques without
exploring any in depth;

« they find the subject matter platitudinous, shallow
or gimmicky.

Pragmatist style

Learns best from activities
where:

o thereis an obvious link | Learns least from activities where:
between the subject

matter and a problem  the learning is not related to an immediate need or
set; relevance;

« they are practising o there is no practice or clear guidelines on how to
techniques with do it;
coaching/feedback; « they cannot see sufficient reward from the

o they are given learning activity.

techniques that are
applicable to the real
world.

Source: Honey and Mumford (1995).

2.3 Making maths and stats engaging and
interesting

Once the format of the teaching sessions and method of assigning students to
various sessions has been decided the key issue of making maths interesting for
students with diverse skills must be given some thought. One of the most obvious
initial steps is to illustrate key maths and stats techniques using economic
examples. This approach can help weaker students understand the concepts better
as they are then able to identify the relevance of the maths techniques in terms of
economic applications. In addition, stronger students may be stretched by
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attempting more advanced economics applications using their maths skills.
However, this alone is often not sufficient unless the examples are familiar from
the core economics modules students are studying concurrently. This can be more
difficult than it appears in year one since students may have limited exposure to
maths and stats within the core economics modules, making the linking more
difficult, or there may be issues relating to the sequencing of the economic
concepts and the relevant mathematical or statistical technique. Further, this may
be further compounded by the need to cover maths and stats techniques in the first
year that will be used in economics modules later in the degree programme.

Ideally module leaders from a range of maths, stats and core economics modules
need to sit down together and agree on the linkages, common examples and
sequencing where possible. Staff teaching core economics modules at stage one
may be reluctant as they can take the view that they are being asked to spend time
teaching maths and stats within their modules and that this should be placed
elsewhere. To overcome this, the discussion should focus on how a linked up
coherent approach can make the job of a core economics module leader easier.

Maths and stats teaching and learning usually requires a cycle of demonstrating
and practicing a technique. The extent to which this cycle needs to be pre-empted
or followed by an economics application requires thought. Some learners prefer to
become very confident with a technique before considering applying it to an
economics context. Other students need to understand why they are learning a
technique before they can engage with the learning process. Evidence suggests that
the more effective approach will depend on the educational/cultural background of
your particular group of learners. Leung (2001) provides a discussion of the
differences between East Asian and Western maths education. The author draws a
distinction between the East Asian approach to content (i.e. basic knowledge and
basic skills) and the Western focus on process (i.e. understanding how knowledge
is arrived at). Therefore you should consider the diversity of skills and educational
background amongst your students and adapt your approach accordingly.

In terms of delivery, the current dominant approach to lecturing in UK HE is to use
Powerpoint slides. In the context of maths and stats teaching the use of Powerpoint
can be useful in that it provides to students with an outline of the structure of the
lecture and key points. Nevertheless, an over-reliance on Powerpoint is often
unhelpful as weaker students need practice following detailed examples, which is
difficult to illustrate on slides without making them very cluttered. Moreover, good
students tend to lose interest unless they are stretched to solve difficult problems.

‘Chalk and talk’ is often criticised in the current education literature as a sign of
the outdated teaching styles employed in economics. However this technique
should not be completely disposed of as there is merit to it. Seeing a tut