Teaching Learning Skills To First Years

Mr Neil Strevett and Miss Eileen O'Sullivan  
Rationale

The History Essay Writing and Referencing pilot course was conceived as a series of workshops aimed at closing the gap that currently exists in the provision of the Level One history course, Medieval Europe 800-1500, for new undergraduates within the University of Glasgow. Several years teaching experience has suggested that increasing numbers of students new to the study of history in a university environment did not have the skills and experience necessary to complete their first assessed piece of course work. Perennial areas of concern requiring further student development within the discipline include; the application of appropriate analytical structures and the inclusion of effective references and bibliographical material. It was hoped that a reflective approach to the study and writing of historical essays would be developed, which would allow students not only to fully engage with the Level One course, but would remain with them throughout their undergraduate careers.

Description

It was envisaged that series of discrete, specialist sessions would be designed to address these issues. The sessions would be voluntary on the part of the students and be of approximately two hours duration. No extra work was envisaged beyond the sessions. Though the sessions were advertised to all new undergraduates, it was envisaged that the majority of students would be referred to an appropriate session by their tutor. The sessions would be divided into 2 parts; research skills and essay writing. The first part would deal with issues arising from the following areas: where to find information, reading academic texts, note taking, references and bibliographies. The second part would deal with the mechanics of planning and writing an essay, drawing upon many of the skills developed in the first section. Students would be given practical, class based exercises to illustrate particular points. Monitoring of the course on a day-to-day basis would be undertaken by the course convenor and the Director of the Subject Centre, Dr. Andrew Roach. Dr. Vicky Gunn of the Glasgow University Teaching and Learning Services would undertake a summative assessment of the pilot at the end of the sessions. Dr. Gunn intended to monitor students on their performance in the next history module that they undertook. Progress reports were to be included on the LTSN website and an article prepared by those involved, reflecting on the success of the pilot and its relevance to the teaching of undergraduate history.

Implementation

The First Session.
The first session was held on the 13th November 2003. The total attendance at the session was 18; breaking down into 14 female, 2 of whom were mature students, and 4 male students. Although detailed feedback from the students in the form of an evaluation form is still outstanding, initial responses from the students involved appear encouraging. Most appreciated the fact that the course was on offer and would appear to have taken something from the session, though inevitably the 'pick and mix' approach of covering a wide number of areas meant some of the students felt we were covering areas they already felt comfortable with. However, only a few students had been referred by tutors and the majority had chosen to attend in preparation for the submission of their first assessed piece of work. This might suggest that these students represented a more proactive and competent selection from among the year.
The practical exercises for the research skills were well received and the handouts prepared for the students gave a compact summation of the points raised in the session. One surprising factor was that the majority of students picked up on relatively minor points as being particularly useful, such as noting page numbers for references, rather than any of the bigger issues, in particular the mechanics of writing an essay.
The second part of the session concentrated upon essay writing. Most students responded well to this section. One notable aspect was an exercise whereby students were asked to grade a mock Level One essay according to the grade descriptors in their course book. The essay in question was of a D standard, yet initially students graded it as a B. Most students initially appeared to confuse the detailed narrative of the essay for analysis.

Impact

In terms of amendments for future sessions, it was felt that that the essay grading exercise should begin at the start of part two of the session and be ongoing. Also, it was felt that students should be asked which themes in the course they had found most difficult in lectures and seminars and examples of essays, which might be perceived as difficult, be drawn from these areas to illustrate the various aspects of essay writing.

