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Purpose of the report

To report on the final project outcomes, including the main activities of the project and how these may have differed from original plans. Project resources and links to web resources should also be provided. The report should be no more than 2 sides of A4 and should be completed by Tuesday 31 July 2007.

Main objectives/broad purposes of the project
The project represents a continuation of another PBL project that we started last year and aimed at introducing PBL within the economics curriculum at London Metropolitan University. The introduction of PBL in two final year modules was rather successful and the experience raised some further issues that we thought deserved further investigation. Moreover, a restructuring of the curriculum presented us with the opportunity to evaluate the actual effectiveness of the PBL approach when compared with a more traditional teaching method. So, the project had two main objectives:

1) 
to investigate the reasons that induce students to prefer a more traditional lecture/seminar approach over problem based learning even if there is a declared enjoyment and appreciation of the value of problem based learning;

2) 
to evaluate the effectiveness of PBL in fostering deeper understanding compared to a more traditional teaching method and through the use of a control group.
Main activities of the project (and how and why these may have differed from original plans)

As part of the project the following activities were carried out throughout the year:

· A questionnaire aimed at collecting students’ views and perceptions of Problem Based Learning was designed in September 2006 and it was distributed to the students on the Economic Growth module in December 2006 and to the students on the Industrial Economics module in May 2007;

· In January 2007 the teaching team designed the research strategy for the evaluation of PBL with the use of a control group. The design of the final research methodology also benefited from feedback by participants to the Economics Network projects meeting in Bristol in January 2007;

· Two questionnaires were distributed to students in both City and North campus to collect their views about the experience with PBL and with the more traditional lecture/seminar approach;

· A focus group with seven students from North Campus was held on 8th May 2007 to record a more in-depth account of the students’ experience.

· Unfortunately it was not possible to hold a focus group with the City Campus students since none of the students volunteered to participate;

· During the summer (June-August 2007) students from both campuses who completed the Industrial Economics module were contacted and were asked to provide the answer to three questions concerning industrial economic theory. The aim was to test the amount of knowledge and understanding retained by students after the completion of the module. Eventually four students returned their attempts;

· We are in the process of writing up a paper that summarises the results of our research;

· The research preliminary results have been presented at two conferences as outlined below.

Outcomes of the project

· Academic Outcome and Students’ Experience

· This has been our second year of involvement with PBL. The experience has been very positive again: we enjoyed the greater interaction with students and the feedback from students has been very positive;

· The outcome of the ‘control group’ experiment is mixed and the main results are summarised below:

· There is no statistically significant difference between the performance of PBL and non-PBL students (performance is measured by marks awarded in assessment components). The PBL students performed better in the coursework while the non-PBL students performed better in the final exam. Overall, however, there was no much difference between the two groups;

· Both the PBL and the non-PBL students gave a generally positive feedback of their learning experience;

· About 50% of the non-PBL students would have liked to experiment with the PBL approach and believe that in the final year more independent learning should take place. On the other hand, a small percentage of PBL students would have liked to be taught according to the more traditional lecture/seminar method;

· The outcome of the focus group and, more generally, the research on why students still prefer the standard lecture/seminar approach over PBL is summarised below:

· Through the questionnaires and the focus group it emerges that there are three main factors that make students feel ‘uneasy’ about the PBL approach:

· Groupwork: most of the students have limited previous experience of working in groups. Students are concerned about their final year performance and do not want their performance to be negatively affected by problems in managing groupwork;

· Lack of Experience: many students’ learning experience has been centred around a traditional lecture/seminar approach. This means that they feel quite uncomfortable about having to deal with a radically different approach. This problem is compounded by the fact that the method is adopted in final year modules;

· Change is Difficult: the majority of students feel that it is difficult for them to adjust quickly to a learning method that is different from what they are used to.

· The focus group and the questionnaires also highlighted some rather positive views about PBL. In particular two views stem out:

· Greater Engagement and Freedom to Explore the Subject: a view emerging from the evidence is that students appreciate the ability to engage more directly with their learning and to be able to explore the subject beyond the limits set by the content of the lecture and seminar’s activities;

· Greater Responsibility: some students believe that the approach pushes them much more than the traditional lecture/seminar method. They feel that in many cases too much spoonfeeding takes place and that instead students should be challenged more in their learning. They felt that PBL would provide such a challenge.

· Dissemination

· It is our intention to produce at least one article from the project. Throughout the past year we have presented the initial results of the project at two conferences:

· July 2007 – International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Conference – Sydney (Australia), 2nd-5th July 2007

· September 2007 – Development in Economic Education Conference – Cambridge, 6th-7th September 2007

· We shared our experience with colleagues in the Department through informal discussion and at Course Committees meetings.
Available resources

· Through the Economics Network we plan to make available to the economics community the following material:

· A summary of the students’ evaluation of their experience;

· An edited audio-recording of the focus group held with some of the students from which the students’ view of the experience can be appreciated;

· A summary of the main findings of the ‘control group’ research.

· We are in the process of writing up a research paper of our experience that we hope to submit to a refereed journal.

John Sedgwick and Guglielmo Volpe

9th October 2007
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