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Abstract

In my paper I examine the impact of innovative activities on students’ and teachers’ engagement with the subject. I present one example of an unusual task which has been used when teaching political science, namely an interview with a person actively working in the area of foreign policy. I confirm the view that unusual activities may make students more engaged as they feel challenged by something new which provokes them to apply some specific skills. However, I claim that such assignments push the teacher to renovate his/her motivation, too. Instead of standard assignments, which may sometimes make teaching routine work, with original activities the teacher has to contribute something different - although still bringing similar learning outcomes - and react to different responses from the students, solve unexpected situations, etc. This makes teaching an exciting adventure again.
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Unusual Assignments as a Motivation Tool
In my paper I discuss the impact of creative activities in the classroom in fostering students’ and teachers’ motivation. I examine one example of an unusual assignment when teaching a course on foreign policy analysis: making an interview with an expert in the field of foreign policy. This task has been assigned to the students with the aim of getting the students out of both classroom and library, and letting them discuss foreign policy issue with senior colleagues other than their teacher. The opinion and knowledge provided in this contribution is based on my own experience, as well as on discussions with colleagues and published papers by educational researchers and scholars of teaching and learning.
Why use innovative assignments?

An extensive literature shows that innovative assignments make students more motivated and learn better as they can escape from regular duties. Furthermore they can better develop specific skills different for various individuals (Boussaguet: 2005, Thorlakson: 2005, Damron, Mott: 2005, Federking: 2005). But what is also important is that such assignments encourage the teacher’s motivation, too. Today, ever-increasing teaching and research loads are put on university teachers. Having more and more students makes teachers prone to prepare standard assignments that are less demanding to assess. This can lead to the situation where teaching becomes routine and the educator’s inspiration sharply diminishes. The paper describes how an interview as a kind of unusual assignment may require more effort from the teacher at the beginning but brings much encouragement during and at the end of the semester. 
For almost five years I have been teaching different courses related to political science. I usually assess students on the basis of essays as I find students at Slovak universities little trained in academic writing. In Slovakia, as well as in the other Central European countries, the oral examination at the end of semester used to be the basis of grading. Although at many schools teachers already do not use this method and the stress has shifted to the essays, students are often required to hand in 10 page (and even longer) papers. Owing to the required length, these papers are often of a very low quality and quite frequently teachers cannot even read them properly as they are overwhelmed with essays from dozens or even hundreds of students.
In order to cope with this problem, in my lessons I try to put the stress on academic writing by requiring students to submit one page position papers and final papers of  up to 2,500 words. I also usually spend a lesson on how to write a good quality paper and frequently provide consultations in order to train students in essay writing. During the semester and at its end the papers of most students show that they can meet the criteria of an academic essay.

Interview as an unusual assignment

However, as this year my students hand in essays for most of their courses and even have a special course on academic writing, I introduced a new assignment, trying to motivate students by requiring them to do something new and interesting. Some scholars (Kvasz: 1995) find it effective initially to engage students with something new that may perhaps surprise them as this  later helps the teacher proceed to a second phase where the students are motivated by engagement with the subject itself.  
Also, I realized that I am getting less enthusiastic when I just read and grade students’ papers. Because of that, in the course of Foreign Policy Analysis I asked students to conduct an interview with a political analyst or a person actively working in foreign policy. Students were expected to meet an expert, to interview him/her and hand in the interview in a written form. 

This assignment can most probably be better characterized as an unusual one than a creative one. However, it was intertwined with creativity as students not only had to think of a suitable question (which they normally do when deciding on an essay topic), but also had to find an appropriate expert. With this assignment I expected to stimulate students’ creativity, which I understand as development of new ideas (West: 2000). In addition, from the discussions with the students I realized that they tried to interview the expert in a way that elicited information and analyses different to that contained in scholarly papers or published in the media. Students were not required to do this but they seemed to be curious if they would find out something about foreign policy which only people actively working in international relations know.
With the assignment of the interview I wished students to be more motivated, or rather, “engaged” in learning. As Joanna Renc-Roe (2006) explains, motivation is difficult to grasp when talking about the practice of teaching and the practices of teachers. Engagement and engaged learning, on the other hand, is observable in classroom practices and the products of students. And with better engagement by the students and the teacher I wished to encourage better learning outcomes. It is often passionate engagement what “draws students to study the discipline and teachers to teach it, it defines the relationship between teacher, student and material, the nature of judgment, the parameters of assessment, the discipline’s discourse and models of writing” (Parker: 2002).
I also wished to help students to learn more successfully. As described in the influential work of David Kolb (Statt: 2000 referring to Kolb: 1975), people learn in four distinct stages: 

1. Doing Concrete experience of what is usually called ‘real life’.

2. Reflecting Observing what happens experientially and reflecting on it.

3. Conceptualizing Analysing observations logically, seeing patterns in what has been observed and starting to internalize what has been learned.

4. Testing Trying out new knowledge and understanding to see how it works back in the ‘real world’ and perhaps changing our behaviour as a result.

With the assignment of an interview, I supposed that students would go through all these stages.

Brief characteristics of the assignment 

The interview had to be focused on one main question with a few sub-questions developing the major question. The question had to be analytical, i.e. examining reasons for some problem, enlightening some disputable aspects of an issue, and the person asked has had to explain the reasons for his/her opinion. Students carried out the interview in pairs and they were encouraged to submit it in the format used by a published newspaper or journal (layout of the interview, picture of the person asked, etc.). Students could interview experts from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, parliament, as well as embassies, international relations think tanks, government bodies and even universities (with the exception of our faculty). We discussed these interviews at the seminar where we examined how foreign policy makers work..
Actually, this assignment was not a substitute for the final essay as the interview was to have just one page and for the interview students could achieve just 15 points out of 100 points (the rest was for in-class activity and for the final paper). However, I stressed to students that in the final essay they could use the information and opinions obtained during the interview. Besides, the best interviews could be published in the newsletter of our institute which has been distributed as an appendix to a renowned journal on foreign policy in Slovakia, or we (they) could also send it to other media. 

When explaining this assignment I encouraged the students to start with preparation very early, ideally considering whom to interview the week when we first discussed the assignment, and contacting the person at the beginning of the following week. I also stressed that preparation of a good quality interview takes quite a lot of time. I said that I expected students to spend about ten hours on approaching the expert, studying the problem, choosing the specific questions and sub-questions, meeting the person and finally writing and re-writing the interview.
The time students had to make and hand in their interviews was limited to three weeks from the time they were first time informed about it. With this early deadline I tried to motivate students to think about the problem they were interested in and to contact an expert as soon as possible in order to keep them involved in the task. Moreover, I wished them to carry out this assignment quite early so that they could later focus on their final paper.

Students’ responses to the assignment

When students initially heard about the task they showed almost no emotional reaction. They neither seemed particularly interested, nor did they oppose the idea of this assignment. Just one or two students asked if they really had to meet an expert, wondering whom to contact and if the person would be willing to meet them. 

I tried to reassure them by describing the experience of a previous group of students who two years ago, when I first experimented with this kind of assignment, even managed to interview the vice-president of the Slovak government. I stressed that experts are often keen to help students, and I underlined my expectation that this could enable them to approach the practical and very concrete aspects of the field they are studying. I also encouraged students to consult me if they were not sure about whom to contact or whether the question they wished to ask was an appropriate one. 
In the following weeks I could see signs of particular interest from the students. About five pairs of students approached me by e-mail, sending their suggestions on experts and on questions. Also at the end of our lesson I always asked students about their experience with contacting people and preparing for the interview. One student was particularly excited and said that this was an excellent assignment and she liked it a lot. She was very much looking forward to doing the interview and expressed her strong belief that with this kind of assignment she would certainly learn a lot. Other students also appeared to find the task interesting and enjoyed it. Some students discussed the interview when meeting me outside the class.

Outcomes: did the activity fulfil its aims?

Making the assignment students were expected to develop the same skills as when writing a paper, i.e. learning to choose a problem which they find interesting and important either for the country they live in or in the context of world politics, as well as defining the problem as a small specific issue that can be explained in a limited space, and providing very concrete arguments to back up the opinion expressed.

To sum up, when working on this assignment, the students learned what I had expected them to learn. Out of 14 interviews I received, three interviews met the highest criteria, while four pairs of students asked in their interview questions which were too general (e.g. what is your opinion on European integration?). The other interviews were rather good – what made them less than excellent were mainly problems with English (wrong expressions made the interviews unclear) and an inability to persuade the speaker to focus on the main question and give less general answers.
As most interviews were adjusted to the format as it appears in the newspaper and gave quite a good impression, one could see that the students both applied their creativity and enjoyed the work. But not only had they enjoyed it. I also liked both discussions with students about this task, and reading their interviews. And especially encouraging were the positive reactions of the students to this kind of task. I suppose that I am a rather creative person, but I used to stick to “classical” assignments believing that this way students better achieve the expected outcomes. I was also not very confident about whether I could experiment with new activities. This experience helped me a lot in this respect.

Problems, and what to change the next time

There were several minor problems with this assignment. Some students were not satisfied with the brevity of the interview. I suggested to the students that if they wished to hand in a longer interview, they could submit two versions – one shorter and one longer. However, most work showed that a good quality interview can be made in just 450 words and from the interviews submitted in two versions, the longer ones were not particularly better than the shorter.  As a result of this experience, in future I would still insist on a one-page interview, possibly changing the maximum extent to 500 words.

However, one pair of students had an unexpected experience. At the end of a meeting lasting an hour, the women told the expert that they were required to submit just a one page interview. The students reported his reactions: “He seemed very angry; he stood up and was leaving the restaurant. ‘Such a short interview,’ he said. His colleague, who was waiting at the next table, seemed irritated as well. ‘This is not an interview but just a note, simply nothing!’ We had bought a bottle of wine which we wished to give the expert to thank him for his time. But he did not want to accept it, telling us that he could buy a better one. It was a very embarrassing situation. Moreover, we had to pay quite a lot of money for the bill as the restaurant the expert had chosen was an extraordinarily expensive one.”
I was sorry about this incident but I tried to explain to the students that sometimes they can meet an eccentric person. Although it might be advisable to clarify to the expert what the aims and the scope of the assignment are at the beginning of the meeting, the expert should know that even a one page interview cannot be made in just a minute. Fortunately, the students were not too discouraged by the event. As one of the girls stated in her feedback questionnaire (the questionnaires were anonymous but I could guess the name according to the responses), “I liked this experience. It was a little bit stressful, but I think I will never forget this experience.”
There was also a problem with submitting the interview on time. More than one third of interviews were submitted several days after the deadline, with one interview handed in on the day of the seminar. As it was possible to discuss the interviews just after the students had read them this issue was crucial for our seminar. Students explained their delay by the fact that the expert had changed the date of the meeting several times. Nevertheless, some late submissions might occur also because the students had not contacted the experts early enough. 
For the next time, I would perhaps give students a week more for finishing this assignment, but not more. Michael West (2005) stresses the fact that people seem to be innovative when they are under some pressure. I would use time pressure as an incentive for students to come with ideas on whom to interview and what to ask. Besides, I would consider the late submissions when grading the interviews. In the criteria for this assignment there could be stated that students who submit their interview after the deadline will receive lower marks.
Some students were also not satisfied with the responses of the experts to their questions. They seemed too vague. “We had to ask many questions and thus the text of the interview exceeded the limit. However, if we made it shorter, there would not be anything concrete in it.” To some of the experts, students had to promise that the interview would not be published in any media as it allegedly reflected the personal opinion of the experts and not the institution they work in. “However, he still did not say anything unofficial,” students said, disappointedly.
Because the aim of this assignment was to understand how foreign policy makers work, I was not particularly dissatisfied with these results. On the approach of the officials employed in foreign policy bodies students could see that the officials often come with unclear explanations and it is rather hard to motivate them to make more concrete statements. Thus, instead of expected additional information, sometimes students got less satisfying vague explanations. At the seminar we had quite an interesting discussion about this problem and students compared their different experiences, arguing about the reasons for the different altitude of the various experts.
Finally, several students proposed that they would like to receive more marks for this assignment as it was quite a challenging task. I plan to accept this suggestion. 

Conclusion 

Certainly, this assignment has had a positive impact on the engagement of students. Almost all students (even all the students in one seminar group) participated in the debate which is not that usual when we debate their readings. According to student responses in class and in the feedback questionnaires, this was due to the fact that the interviews addressed contemporary IR issues; moreover there was a wide variety of problems that seemed fascinating to students and also students felt motivated by the experts they had personally met. “It was really interesting to meet someone who is working in a really high position and who has information directly from its source,” one student wrote. In another seminar group, students remained debating almost 30 minutes after the normal end of the lesson. 
Students were positively surprised and encouraged by the willingness of the experts to meet them. “Normally, you would not be able to get them to speak with you. But in this case… [she] said that it was a part of her work to help students of international relations.” Students also liked the idea of working in pairs, explaining that not having to work alone was very supportive because they could divide the tasks and prepare the questions together.
Last but not least, students enjoyed this activity as it was something new for them.

The negative aspect of this task was that at the lesson students could not discuss the problems in depth. Students liked the interviews and felt motivated to debate, but they lacked knowledge of the specific problems and could only rely on their general knowledge. Because of this, it made more sense to discuss the way the expert answered the questions (general vs. specific responses), resources the experts use in their work etc.

Also, students could be motivated to compare the difference between their expectations and actual results – for example, they had been looking forward to meeting experts “who had information directly from its source”, but the result was sometimes that they got no real answer to their problem. But some students retained their enthusiasm which resulted just from speaking with the expert. Unfortunately, this was the case of the students who showed most enthusiasm at the beginning. This situation could be very well used for “provoking” the conflict, i.e. for engaging in a confrontation of the new knowledge/experience with the ideas already present in the minds of the students (Kvasz, 2005). 

This experience has had a positive impact on the engagement of the teacher, too. I was encouraged both by the results of this assignment and by student feedback – almost all praised this kind of assignment despite the fact that it had been demanding. Even before our lesson one interview was published in a respected newspaper. Students managed to approach people such as a former minister of foreign affairs, a member of the European Parliament and Slovak and foreign diplomats, which implies that it is necessary to encourage students to carry out assignments they feel they are not very competent or confident, as they can still come with good results. 
To sum up, interviews with a foreign policy expert may be a good substitute to the classical task of an essay as it encourages students to develop the same skills, and also makes them better engaged with the subject. It also motivates the teacher to experiment with new innovative assignments and makes him/her enjoy their work more.
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