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Summary

In order to facilitate an active learning process and to promote deep learning it is important to encourage student interaction and participation during class time.  However, students are often hesitant to engage with activities and group discussions in class and this is particularly so in their first year.  Due to different learning styles, research has shown that during 6-20 minutes of passive listening, students’ attention span begins to waiver and so it is recommended that there is a shift in class activity to re-engage the students in the learning process.  In attempting to tackle this issue, the Library has been experimenting with an audience response system, TurningPoint, as an innovative way of teaching information literacy skills and to help improve the student learning experience during library classes. This case study provides some initial reflections on the merit of using the TurningPoint software to enhance teaching methods and to better meet the learning outcomes of a library information skills class.
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Purpose       

Some students, particularly those in their first year, are overwhelmed by the volume of library information sources available to them and they can feel ill-prepared to undertake research for their initial assignments. Drawing on anecdotal evidence and by gathering written feedback, subject librarians have reported that, for some, little knowledge is retained by students following an information skills class.  The motivation to pay attention and retain information can be low for students as the content of the class may not be in context and is seen as irrelevant. While there is a need to contextualise the learning by liaising with the academic staff and tying the library class to an up-and-coming assignment, there is also a need to monitor the level of understanding during its delivery.   Part of the reason for this is due to time-constraints as typical library classes are one-off events which last for no more than a teaching hour with the result that a considerable amount of information is compressed into a relatively short period with little or no opportunity for student interaction.  Most library classes take the form of a largely passive learning event consisting of a lecture incorporating database demonstrations.  The need to shift away from a traditional lecture to a more learner-centred form of teaching has led the subject librarians to experiment with audience response technology. 

In having seen the TurningPoint audience response software demonstrated by the University’s IT Project Co-ordinator (Technology Adoption), the subject librarians decided to make use of the software for a number of library classes, big and small, in the current academic year. The aim was to help students remember the most important learning points and to test their level of understanding.  It was known that the technology was already in use in a number of other university libraries, including Leeds and Birmingham, and that assessments of its use were largely positive.  
Format        

Training sessions were organised for all subject librarians cross-campus to introduce them to the software and its practical application as a tool for supporting information skills classes.  A kit consisting of 40 handsets (clickers), a receiver with associated software was purchased by the Library for each of the 4 campus Learning Resource Centres.  The receiver plugs into the USB port of the tutor PC and once the software has been installed, a toolbar is created within a Powerpoint presentation to allow slides to be created to interact with the handsets.  The technology allows teaching staff to create their own multiple choice questions on Powerpoint slides to which students can respond by selecting a number or letter from their handset.  This radio-frequency based technology is identical to that used in the ‘Ask the Audience’ option of the popular TV show ’Who Wants to be a Millionaire’ with which most students are familiar.  Once students have voted, perhaps within a set time-scale, a bar-graph is displayed which summarises the students’ overall responses along with the correct answer.  At the end of a class, all of the questions with corresponding responses can be printed out as a report for review by the tutor. 

In the library context, the student responses are all anonymous but the handsets may be mapped against student ID numbers for the purpose of running class tests.  The questions set may be dropped into a session at the beginning (using open-ended questions to gauge opinions or establish the current level of  knowledge), during the session to see how well the students are ‘keeping up’ before moving on to another learning point or at the end to test overall understanding of the main points. 
Context              
The TurningPoint software has been used for both small (<40 students) and large (150 students) library classes.  For the larger sessions, it was necessary to have another member of library staff present to help administer the handsets.   Most of the library classes have, so far, taken place in the training room of the LRCs requiring minimal setting-up time and administration.  This is seen as critical as the subject librarians were keen that not too much teaching time was sacrificed by introducing active learning techniques, particularly as our contact time with the students is largely based on a single lecture hour.
The software to run a TurningPoint session has now been loaded onto most lecturer PCs in the teaching rooms as well as all LRC training rooms so library classes may take place within the LRCs or in lecture rooms depending on class sizes.  
Typical questions used during the classes cover aspects of the Library’s standard regulations and services (e.g. loan periods, borrowing entitlements, catalogue searching and password usage) through to information skills development (eg. bibliographic recognition, database knowledge, search techniques, proper referencing and plagiarism avoidance).  

Ideally, the timing of the library class should be linked directly, in collaboration with the academic staff, to when the students are about to begin their research on their first assignment.  This will not only help contextualise the purpose of the class it will also help in formulating its structure and in identifying the key learning points which can be tested using the TurningPoint software. 
Results     
The audience response system has been reasonably easy to use and all subject librarians adapted to it quickly.  Indeed, the hardest part of the process was not in using the software but rather in generating appropriate (and challenging) questions that tested student understanding or met a learning outcome.  Although up to 10 possible answers is permissible with the software, it is recommended that no more than 6 are used so as to ensure questions do not take too long to read.  One of the answers could be set to ‘Don’t know’ so as to prevent guessing.  The technology proved successful in helping to break up the teaching session in an interactive way and maintain student interest. It also allowed for clarification or recapping points that had been misunderstood thereby facilitating another important component of the learning process.
One of the most attractive aspects of using the software is that it creates a ‘safe’ environment for the shy or unsure student when used in anonymous mode. This removed any possible feelings of embarrassment for the student in getting an answer wrong and promoting full class participation.  This is in contrast to the more traditional classes where only the same few confident students responded to questions asked.  This in itself provided a sound pedagogical reason for us to use the technology.
The audience response system encourages active student learning, maintaining their concentration and attention span in lectures.  The graphical display of responses acted as a useful talking point among the students and use of the handsets created a real buzz around the classroom.  From the students’ perspective, it allows them to not only check their own understanding but to also compare their performance against that of their peers.
There were some initial concerns about the intrusiveness of the technology in, perhaps, detracting from the learning points and whether use of the handsets might be seen as ‘gimmicky’ by the students who might then act as saboteurs in not taking the questions seriously.  Another concern related to the portability of the handsets and the possible threat of loss.  So far, in all cases, these concerns have been ill-founded.  Students have fully engaged with the initiative, responded appropriately and none of the handsets have been lost.
Some of the lessons learnt from our initial experimentation with the technology is that the tutor must be sparing in the use of multiple choice questioning.  Given that we usually only have a teaching hour, it is important not to overuse the facility as students can become weary of the fragmentation.  To help introduce discussion it is valuable to pose a question where there is no right or wrong answer or to pair up students and allow them to briefly debate on the agreed response (peer-learning).    All of this activity needs to be properly managed to keep within the timeframe. 
Overall, the initial views from the subject librarians is that use of the audience response system is successful in providing formative feedback to students attending library classes as well as generating a considerable amount of student interest. TurningPoint also provides valuable feedback to the Subject Librarians to help ascertain the students’ level of understanding and if necessary, provide further learning opportunities for difficult to grasp concepts.  It needs to be viewed as a teaching tool rather than a teaching method which can help improve the learning process.  It is appreciated that the technology should not be used for its own sake – there needs to be sound pedagogical reasons for its adoption.  In becoming more comfortable with the use of the technology and in getting over the initial fear of introducing something new, it is hoped that we will now be able to rethink the structure of our classes to move more closely to a learner-centred and active learning environment.
In evaluations undertaken with students who have used the technology, comments have been made about the fun element of the library class with specific reference to the use of the handsets.  These positive experiences help improve student retention of the main learning points and in meeting our learning outcomes.  While all technology can break down, so far, we have found the TurningPoint software to be both robust and reliable.
In developing the use of the technology, consideration is being given to creating a databank of suitable questions that might be adopted by subject librarians for their classes.  This would be useful in helping to encourage all colleagues to make use the software. 
Resources             

The University’s IT Project Coordinator, Dr Kenny McCartan, provides support for the software.  The Information Services Department has a supply of the handsets which can be made available to try out the facility or to ‘top up’ the provision of handsets needed for a particularly large class.
In terms of cost, the price of the kit (handsets plus receiver and software) depends on the number of handsets ordered.  As a rough guide, the cost of the Library’s kits worked out at approximately £1,000 for 40 handsets with all the associated equipment.

The website for the TurningPoint audience response system is:

 http://turningpointuniversities.co.uk/
