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SUMMARY

In response to relatively high failure rates and poor retention in Year 1 Psychology programmes at Coleraine, a number of measures were introduced to enhance the student experience and improve performance. Over a four year period student feedback about the delivery of the programme became more positive, and performance improved with a reduction in the rate of overall failure overall from 22.4% to 5.8%. However, this was based on progression following re-sit examinations, and it was noted, despite this improvement, that failure rates in the second semester in the May examinations remained comparatively high. Students found one module in particular, PSY109 Research Procedures in the Behavioural Sciences, particularly difficult. Given that there is generally less emphasis on small group activities during the second semester and the difficulties associated with teaching statistics to large groups of students, it was decided to run a series of small – group statistics workshops, which were designed to support and develop material covered in the lectures. Each workshop comprised some 8-10 people, was led by a statistics tutor and occurred on a weekly basis. Attendance was closely monitored and during each session students were required to complete and submit a worksheet, which contributed to the overall assessment of the module. The initiative was found to be highly effective in reducing the fail rate and improving student experiences. The course team agreed to maintain this method of statistics teaching in future years. 
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1. Background 

For several years, a key objective of the School of Psychology has been to enhance student retention and reduce dropout and failure in Year One. Strategies employed to address this issue have included: monitoring student progress; timetable changes; restructuring of undergraduate teaching programmes; changes to the assessment methods, a review of methods teaching across campuses, and the introduction of a tutorial system involving studies advisors.  Figures suggest that, although the relative frequency of early leavers has not changed appreciably, the rate of failure and, correspondingly, the rate of successful progression to Year 2, have increased significantly.  

Table 1: First year retention and performance in Psychology programmes at Coleraine during the period 2002/03 to 2005/06

	Year
	Early Leavers (%)
	Failure (%)
	Success (%)

	
	
	
	

	05/06
	10.1
	  5.8
	84.1

	04/05
	11.2
	10.1
	77.1

	03/04
	10.7
	18.9
	70.4

	02/03
	11.4
	22.4
	65.8

	
	
	
	


Whilst these trends are encouraging, the data on performance have been computed from overall progression statistics that include the results of re-sits and first sits in August. At the beginning of the academic year 2006 – 07 the Course Committee noted that a relatively high number of students took a re-sit or first sit for one or more modules. The Committee therefore examined performance in individual modules, in particular to identify modules ‘at risk’ (with a fail rate above 30%) in the University’s module monitoring scheme. These data, presented in Table 2, indicate that, whilst the rate of failure increased in Semester 2, it was particularly high in one module, PSY109C2, which according to the University criterion is a ‘module at risk’. Moreover, the Course Committee had noted a fail rate of 30.5% in this module during 2005 – 06 and had reviewed its operation prior to the present project. 

Table 2: Module monitoring data for the seven Year 1 modules 

	Module
	Title
	N
	Failure (%)

	PSY105C1
	Introduction to Research
	162
	4.9

	PSY110C1
	Psychology, Human Nature & Society
	161
	4.3

	PSY112C1
	Psychology Applied to Health
	229
	2.2

	PSY131C1
	Introduction to Psychology
	253
	7.5

	PSY106C2
	Culture and Society
	263
	9.5

	PSY108C2
	Introduction to Learning
	161
	14.3

	PSY109C2
	Research Procedures in Behavioural Science
	161
	31.7


The finding that relatively more students failed PSY109 is perhaps not surprising given the emphasis of the module on the statistical analysis of quantitative data. In reviews of the literature, Onwuegbuzie and Wilson (2003), Gordon (2004) and Street (2005) have noted that the majority of psychology students taking introductory statistics courses experience high levels of anxiety and have largely negative attitudes toward such courses. Pitrowski, Bagui and Hemasibha (2002, quoted by Street 2005) remarked that statistics has ‘failed to inspire generations of psychology students’. Therefore, based on the performance data in our own programmes, and evidence from studies on other institutions, the course team decided to plan an initiative to enhance learning in this area.

To begin with a small peer group of staff reviewed the module during 2005 – 2006 and as part of the review held focus groups with students. A number of issues were identified that may have been adversely affecting performance. Specifically, it was noted that there was generally less academic support provided during the second semester (compared to the seminar programme and study skills activities available throughout semester one) but perhaps more importantly, it was acknowledged that students considered that the practical workshop groups in PSY109C2 were too large. Certainly, some students did report that they were reluctant to ask for clarification of difficult concepts in these groups and felt that demonstrating support was often limited. Based on this evidence, it was decided that a small – group problem – focused teaching programme would be introduced for PSY109 in 2006 – 07.

2. The Introduction of Small Group Teaching in PSY109C2

The class of 112 first-year BSc Psychology and BSc Social Psychology students were allocated into 10 groups. These groups were supervised by 4 tutors for one hour on a weekly basis beginning the second-week of the second semester.

The group sessions included a recap on the previous weeks lecture in PSY109C2, a weekly worksheet on research methods and statistics, and also question and answer sessions on any topics covered in the module (See Figure 1 for a schematic representation of the process). The group sessions ran for 10 weeks and both attendance and performance were recorded by the tutors. Two members from each group were also assigned to a focus group that met the Course Director at the beginning and end of the semester to discuss any issues related to the module. 

Figure 1 Schematic representation of the small – group initiative for PSY109C1 
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3. Results of the Initiative
3.1 Evaluation of Student Performance

Comparing 2006 – 07 to the previous year, there was an improvement in student performance. Whilst the mean coursework marks were similar, 54 for each year, there was a small improvement in the mean examination mark, 54 (SD = 18) for 2006 – 07 compared to 51 (SD = 17) for 2005 – 06. However there was a marked improvement in the rate of failure, (18.6% compared to 30.4% in the examination and 8.3% compared to 13.4% in the coursework). The overall fail rate for PSY109 in 2006 – 07 compared to the previous year, and compared to other modules in the syllabus, is shown in Figure 2. The marked reduction in the fail rate in PSY109 is striking, and it is significant that this occurred when the fail rate in other modules had increased, indicating that the improvement in performance took place in a relatively weaker cohort of students.
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Figure 2 Overall fail rates for all modules in Year 1 in 2006–07 compared to 2005-06

3.2 Experiences of Students

In an attempt to obtain some feedback from students on the success of the initiative, two focus groups were conducted at the beginning (time 1) and end of the semester (time 2). Each focus group comprised some 5 or 6 people and lasted approximately 45 minutes. Several key issues were used to structure the focus group sessions: small-group teaching, attendance monitoring, weekly assignments and demonstrating support.

At time 1, students generally welcomed the idea of small group teaching for statistics, believing they would benefit from the additional support it would provide. Many were critical of the demonstrating support that had previously been provided in practical classes, claiming that there were typically too few demonstrators who were often monopolised by a few of the more demanding students. Some also commented on their reluctance to speak out in large groups for fear of ‘appearing stupid’ and welcomed the opportunity to discuss difficult concepts in more informal surroundings.

Students were also favourably disposed to completing weekly assignments believing that it would not only help them to master statistical concepts but would encourage attendance especially since marks were awarded for the completion of these tasks. Some students were also of the opinion that small-group teaching would in itself help to maintain attendance since students were less likely to feel anonymous and therefore more likely to be missed! They also welcomed the additional feedback that would be provided believing this would help them to more closely monitor their progress.

Students who participated in the focus group sessions at the end of the semester (time 2) remained positively disposed to the teaching of statistics in small groups. Some issues did emerge with respect to the timing of classes. For example, some didn’t like having their workshop immediately after the lecture as it was thought to be ‘too tiring’ and did not allow sufficient time to digest the material that had been presented. However, others were of the opinion that this was better as the information was ‘fresh’ and therefore easier to remember and apply. Also, whilst some students at time 1 had reported that the fear of no longer being ‘anonymous’ would facilitate attendance; at time 2 it became apparent that for some, it did actually prevent it. Specifically, some students reported that they were less likely to attend the workshop if they had missed the lecture for fear of not being able to complete the assignment and of ‘getting into trouble’. 

However, in general, students welcomed the additional help and support that had been provided. Those re-sitting the module believed it was a distinct improvement on the previous year and agreed that as long as students were encouraged to attend, regardless as to whether they had missed the lecture, the practice should be continued in subsequent years.

3.3. Experiences of Teaching Staff

Colleagues who taught on the module reported that lectures were generally well attended (70%+) but somewhat rushed towards the end since one week was lost due to the St Patrick Day holiday. Staff reported that the initiative worked well since the students were able to get good feedback on the exercises attempted and were able to ask questions in a small group context (something they are reluctant to do during lectures). Attendance at the small group sessions was higher than 80%, and remained consistently high throughout the term. 

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

The results of the present initiative indicate that small – group problem – focused teaching brought about a substantive improvement in student performance in a research methods & statistics module, PSY109. Positive feedback was also provided by students on their experiences of working on statistics problems in small groups. The findings of the initiative are in agreement with other studies of the effectiveness of small group teaching and co-operative learning (Garfield, 1993, Anderson & Soden, 2001). Following the initiative the course team have agreed to maintain this approach in future years, with a number of innovations, and to continue to monitor its effectiveness.
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