Creativity or Conformity? Building Cultures of Creativity in Higher Education

A conference organised by the University of Wales Institute, Cardiff in collaboration with the Higher Education Academy

Cardiff January 8-10 2007

——————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
Escaping the Lecture-Inspiring Creativity in Liverpool Veterinary Undergraduates

AJ Senior, S Mcgugan, D Duret, IS Young 

University of Liverpool

Faculty of Veterinary Science

e-mail avrils@liv.ac.uk
Copyright © in each paper on this site is the property of the author(s).  Permission is granted to reproduce copies of these works for purposes relevant to the above conference, provided that the author(s), source and copyright notice are included on each copy.  For other uses, including extended quotation, please contact the author(s).
Abstract

The University of Liverpool Faculty of Veterinary Science is highly regarded for its teaching and research. Most teaching is through lectures; however, the Faculty does make use of ‘VITAL’ (Virtual Interactive Teaching at Liverpool), the University’s implementation of the ‘Blackboard’ virtual learning environment (VLE). A preliminary study by Sharma found, however, that the inter-student collaboration and formative assessment functions of the VLE were under-utilised and instead that VITAL was being used as a virtual ‘filing cabinet’ for notes and presentations. 

The student learning experience within the Faculty needed re-evaluating to improve utilisation of available information and communication technology (ICT) and avoid the continued didactic delivery in a ‘fancy new web format.’
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The Problem

Communication, numeracy, IT use and ‘learning to learn’ are desired outcomes of all HE programmes including veterinary science (The Dearing Report, 1997). Although formal education correlates with good independent learning, ‘students often see learning as a means to pass exams rather than an opportunity to develop life-skills’ (Mackie, 2001). 

Students frequently see a teacher’s role as transmitting knowledge: ‘the teacher instructs, the learner learns’. In socio-constructivism the teacher motivates learning but doesn’t act as a ‘knowledge conduit.’ (Doolittle, 1999)  Reducing teacher contact also encourages students to view their peers as another learning resource (Rossett, 2006).


It may be difficult to engage students in peer learning if they believe the responsibility for their learning lies with the teacher.  Rising student fees and the perception of ‘paying’ for education may strengthen this view. Furthermore, students often see education as a competitive rather than a collaborative process. However, the growing popularity of ‘blogging’ and websites such as MySpace, Utube and Wikipedia may help promote a culture of on-line collaboration.

Veterinary education tends to measure knowledge recall. An alternative approach would be to encourage students to investigate, explore and assimilate knowledge from web-based resources to solve problems collaboratively (via wikis and discussion boards). Utilization of multiple linked resources such as, e-books and online journals would also reinforce the Faculty’s commitment to research-led education.


We aim to create a learning experience that engages students with course material, develops independent learning and utilises lecturer-facilitated knowledge acquisition. As part of this research we converted part of a lecture-based module on cell biology into a series of linked web-based resources and assessed their effect on student learning attitudes and whether students felt computer assisted learning (CAL) was useful. 

Study Design

We created an easily navigable, resource-rich, online package that included clear learning outcomes designed so that flexibility and interactivity would encourage the students to explore the material. The package is predicated on having motivated, curious students who feel confident that they can achieve the content and handle the technology. Continuous formative assessment with feedback was added, along with links to websites that contained their own quizzes.


The web materials were tested in a pilot study. Chan and Lee (2005) note that the students’ anxieties, preconceptions about subject content and other course related matters can impede effective learning. We aimed to recruit students who were not concerned about grades and performance and open to voicing their criticism of the programme. Therefore, we recruited 16 year twelve biology students from local schools via the Aim Higher Project (part of the University’s Widening Participation (WP) initiative) who expressed an interest in Veterinary and Bioveterinary Sciences.  
All students participated in the CAL session on cell membranes before receiving a lecture on transport across cell membranes. We gauged initial reactions to the two sessions using an instant response system (see attached tables).We then split the group into two for group discussion to promote optimal verbal contribution from the students. The discussions were facilitated by members of the WP initiative; faculty staff were not present.

Results of Group Discussion


The answers from students from both groups were considered together. A selection of responses to questions is given below along with discussion points where appropriate:

How did you feel about the overall learning experience?

The majority enjoyed it saying, ‘it was different but better than school’ and ‘it was more independent’. Some said they would have preferred to have the lecture first, using the CAL as backup. All preferred the lecture as they ‘liked to have someone there.’

How do you think you prefer to learn, do you have a learning style?

57% said visual - preferring diagrams and demonstrations.
21.5% said auditory - favouring verbal instructions. 
21.5% said kinaesthetic - tending to ‘jump in’ without having to read a lot of information.

How would you compare your feelings about the computer and lecture sessions?
‘The lecture was easier to understand’, but ‘could work at my own pace on the computers.’ 
‘I could spend longer on the bits I didn’t understand.’
They ‘liked the fact that the lecturer explained all the facts and talked them through the information step-by-step.’ 
Some felt ‘overloaded with information’ in the CAL session but this may improve as they learn to relate to the learning objectives when working through the module.
‘It was tempting to skip [the CAL resources] if bored.’ A poor perception of their responsibility for their own learning? 

What were the main issues that arose from the two sessions?

Some ‘didn’t understand some of the language in the lecture,’ and ‘if you didn’t understand in the lecture you could just ask, but on the computer if you didn’t understand you had to search for the information.’ However, they were a group of 16; if they were in a group of 100, would they be more reluctant to ask questions? 

Which session was the most useful? 

Students unanimously thought the lecture most useful, although they couldn’t elaborate on their definition of ‘useful.’

Which session did you prefer? 

They preferred the lecture format; however, is this skewed by a preconception about traditional university teaching? Kewell and Beeby (2003) found students were unenthusiastic about lectures being replaced by independent or interactive learning. It is thought this resistance is grounded in an unwillingness to abandon old learning habits and ‘try something new’ (Woods, 1994). They ‘enjoyed’ the CAL session. The web resources were ‘informative and enjoyable,’ and led to an ‘increased interest in the subject.’ 


What does e-learning mean to you?
E-learning meant using computers, ‘easier as no copying out!’ The students viewed the computer-based assessments favourably and thought the feedback helped them learn, ‘it was good to be able to check answers and work through again.’ They preferred text entry questions but suggested more MCQs could be provided throughout the material especially at the start.
What is your experience of ICT at school and elsewhere?

Their experience was extensive. They were all proficient computer users, happy to try new technologies. 


In agreement with Kewell and Beeby (2003) the students perceived the CAL as a sophisticated ‘back-up’ system that could ‘plug gaps’ in the learning they acquired in a lecture. ‘It could be used for revision and outside the class.’  Some thought it would only be useful for those who wanted to expand on the classes and get higher grades.

Discussion
We had aimed to recruit 30 students; however, only 16 students volunteered, possibly because of timing — the pilot was on a Saturday — or sociological reasons as Veterinary Science is often perceived as elitist and an unrealistic career option for children from WP backgrounds. Interestingly, equal numbers of males and females applied, in contrast with the current Veterinary intake which is approximately 80% female. 


We planned to give half the group the CAL session with a podcast and the other a lecture with interactive keypad questions, then swap groups. However, because of the low number we kept the 16 students in one group who did the CAL session first then the lecture. 


During the computer session the students often looked at their neighbours’ screens and those that knew each other did collaborate in answering the questions and discussing the web resources. This social interaction is valuable but can only occur if group computer sessions are timetabled.

Feedback from the interactive keypad questions and discussion sessions demonstrates that students are willing to use ICT in their learning, provided they are given sufficient guidance in terms of what knowledge they are expected to acquire and adequate support is available from fellow students or tutors.

We conclude that, whilst CAL cannot replace student-tutor contact, it can support independent learning. 

Accordingly, in future studies, we plan to test whether provision of a condensed introductory lecture stating learning outcomes and directing the approach to the resources, improves the learning experience. 

In further work, current first year undergraduates will work through the CAL sessions using adaptive release formative assessments. They must attempt the questions before moving on to the next topic. Problems arising can be posted on discussion boards so they can assist each other. A podcast will serve as introduction to a lecture using a question and answer format, giving students the opportunity to prepare for the session.
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