SEDA Small Grant Final Report:

New to the field: Integrating the student voice into the PG Cert
What was done?

This project embedded student observations of staff into the Roehampton University PG Cert HE.

How was it done?

I invited students to participate in the RU Cert in the form of consultants to new staff. My long term aim is to invite students to participate more fully in the induction of new staff members, however, initially, these student volunteers were asked to observe the new academics’ teaching.  These student observations would, of course, be with the accord of the academic and would be regulated by a confidentiality agreement. 

The recruitment of staff members to the project proved more straightforward than initially envisaged. The current and previous PG Cert cohorts were approached and, happily, a number of these colleagues were interested in becoming involved. It is now hoped to extend this initiative to more experienced members of the academic staff as part of the CPD/enhancement process. 

The observation process began with an introductory meeting between the student and the member of staff being observed to agree the focus of the observations. Prior to this meeting, the students, in consultation with the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit, agreed areas of focus and the lecturers were then able to put forward other areas of their practice on which they would like feedback. Once the observations had taken place, the observer and observed met again to discuss aspects of the observations and the observation process. Details of the actual observations remain at all times confidential between the two parties involved: they are not shared with me. My interest is in the process rather than the details of the lecturers’ pedagogic  approaches. To this end, the lecturer and student each have a questionnaire to fill in on the process, which is returned to me once completed. 

Why was it done?
I wanted to actively engage students as partners in shaping and leading their own educational experiences and the formal introduction of new colleagues to learning and teaching in higher education would seem a prime area in which to involve students. The PG Cert already involves a number of observations of new members of staff; however, I am mindful that we, as academics, can be at quite a distance from being students and may have done our degrees in a very different academic climate. We, therefore, may have very different perceptions of learning and teaching from our students, as a result of age, experience and our role in academia. I wanted to interrogate students’ perceptions of the efficacy of taught sessions, the stimulation, engagement and enthusiasm brought to these by the lecturers and to engage the student voice in the pedagogic process itself, so that those new to teaching in higher education become aware of the needs and wishes of the students at the beginning of their higher education careers. 
What effect did it have?
So far the initiative has been very positively received both by staff and students.

For staff, the student observations have enabled them to receive feedback on aspects of their teaching from the peers of those they teach. They have commented that this feedback is not strictured by views of how we ‘should’ teach in higher education, a weakness maybe of observations by educational developers; nor are they peppered with comments about how this discipline has been taught historically, a potential criticism of observations by departmental colleagues. As the students are not on the programme taught by those they are observing, the students feel more able to feed back truthfully, although there is, of course, a certain reticence about feeding back more critical comments to someone perceived to be in a professional role when the observer is not. Staff also commented on being able to ask these students for feedback on areas of their teaching in which they feel less confident, which they would be less eager to do with a colleague. 
The students involved all reported enjoying the process. For them, the most interesting part was ‘being on the other side’ – they felt as though they’d moved from being students in the learning experience to seeing the session more from the lecturer’s point of view. They felt that it also gave them an insight into student behaviour, as they were able to sit back and watch their peers, an indulgence they rarely take part in. Another aspect of interest was that they had not necessarily considered the pedagogical approach of lecturers. This project  gave them the opportunity to consider actual teaching more objectively and consider which approaches were more successful than others from a student point of view. 

How are people hearing about it?

This project will be disseminated via the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit website at Roehampton University. I have written an article for our in-house journal, Developments,  which has been published, and am presenting a paper at the RAISE Conference in Nottingham in September .I have also submitted an article for Educational Developments. 

What has been learnt?

The main lessons learnt are that students can be integrated into the observations of staff very easily.  We have a ready pool of volunteers to draw on, as we actively recruit students in September each year to take part in Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit projects and have an active network of student representatives and SPARQ members (Student Partners in Quality). 

So far, the staff members involved have been very receptive to this initiative, more so that I had envisaged. However, much of this is as a result of the careful training of the students, so that the students are aware of their role and how to carry it out to best effect. The training of the students in observation and confidentiality is paramount. Both staff members and students involved need to have complete confidence in their role and what is expected of them. 

Another point is that so far, the observations have been largely positive experiences for all involved. A robust action plan is needed for any occurrences which are less than positive, so that both students and staff members know that they will be supported. 

Where might it lead? What next?

Next year I hope to engage more members of staff, particularly focusing on those who have been in post for several years, as part of their pedagogic CPD. I have asked to work in the first instance with one particular Department, which is very eager to extend their peer observation programme and we are considering extending this to include students observations. There is also a possibility, which I am exploring, of attaching student observations of teaching to appraisal. 
Expenditure Statement

Vouchers given to students participants



6 x £20

£120

Refreshments for students during 2 training sessions

2 x 30

£60

@ £5 per student

Refreshments for staff during session to explain the project
10 x £7.50
£70.50

(10 staff initially) @ £7.50 per staff member

Photocopying of observations schedules, forms, etc



£15


(upcoming) Travel to and from RAISE Conference 



£128 approx

(upcoming) Hotel accommodation





£80 approx

(upcoming) Taxi fares to and from station




£20 approx


 TOTAL









£485.50











