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SUMMARY

The past few years have seen a range of strategies designed to address issues of student retention in the Department of Psychology at Sunderland  – but these have been focused mainly around pre-induction and induction week. This project looks at induction and beyond, aiming to improve the student experience and, therefore, transition and retention, through a range of extra-curricular activities across the academic year. The activities are designed to improve social interaction among students as well as their sense of identity and commitment to the subject. This case study outlines the creation of a student society and studio environment to support social and intellectual interaction among students. These initiatives are evaluated from both a student and staff perspective. 
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years student retention, particularly during the more vulnerable first year of study, has been highlighted as a priority issue at the University of Sunderland. In the Department of Psychology, during 2004-05, 75% of students at Level 1 continued with their studies.  A variety of initiatives during 2005-06 improved student retention to almost 90%. To an extent, however, this was achieved through delaying transition (20% of students did not progress). Most initiatives have been focused around pre-induction and induction week. There remains a strong case for initiatives that look beyond induction and that have some focus on improving transition as well as retention. 
The undergraduate intake to Psychology at Sunderland includes students taking both Single Honours degrees and Combined Subjects degrees generating around 400FTE students across three levels.  Discussions with students and observations by staff in the Department of Psychology support the views of McLaughlin et al (2005) that modularisation, together with increasing student numbers, has resulted in large scale teaching and learning environments that make academic and social integration difficult. The anonymous nature of these large-scale sessions and the lack of possibilities for interaction can result in a sense of ‘treadmill’ learning and a poor student experience. This seems in contrast to the intimacy of the studio-based disciplines and the emotional engagement and commitment to a subject that a studio environment can promote.  The subject-specific context together with the opportunities for informal social interaction suggests a potentially powerful (and empowering) combination for student learning. Certainly, requests for a social space of their own and more opportunities to meet informally with their student colleagues feature frequently in our student feedback.  More recently, students have sought advice on setting up a student society as a forum for discussing psychology in an informal social context. 

This case study outlines two initiatives designed to encourage mixing of students and promote student commitment to the subject: 

· the creation of a student society and programme of events for the academic year; 

· the design and development of a creative studio environment for psychology students.  

RELEVANCE TO STAR GUIDELINES

The STAR project guidelines relevant to this project are: 

2.4:
Induction events should provide the foundations for social interactions between students and the development of communities of practice and in particular to provide staff support for subject-based student societies to encourage mixing of students and the promotion of student commitment to the course/subject; 

2.5: 
Induction activities should promote the development of good communication between staff and students.
Cook, et al. (2005)

It should also be noted that the aims of this case study are closely aligned to three of the ‘Principles for Good Teaching and Learning Practice in Higher Education’ (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) promoted by the STAR project: 

1, Encourage Contact between Students and Faculty 
2. Develop Reciprocity and Co-operation among Students 
3. Encourage Active Learning

THE PRACTICE

Psychology Café: the creation of a student society

A small group of students who had recently expressed an interest in setting up a student society were invited to act as a working group or committee during the academic year. The group also included the academic responsible for the STAR project in Psychology. The student committee registered the society with the University’s Students’ Union (USSU) and completed the training for their various committee roles.  USSU stipulated that student membership should be set at £3 and that opportunities for funding the society would become available after its first year of running.  

The first committee meeting (early October 2006) drafted the overall aims and objectives of the society.  The need for opportunities to meet informally and socially was highlighted as a clear priority, but it was also suggested that there should be some theme or focus to stimulate intellectual discussion. Café Scientifique was proposed as an interesting model, details of which have been published in the Internet (Café Scientifique, 2007). In principle they provide a series of locations where:: 

“for the price of a cup of coffee or a glass of wine, anyone can come to explore the latest ideas in science and technology. Meetings have taken place in cafes, bars, restaurants and even theatres, but always outside a traditional academic context.“                                            

cafescientifique (2007)

It was agreed that the student society would be Psychology Café. This model provided the opportunity to invite guest speakers to talk about issues of professional practice and/or topics of interest to students but currently outside the psychology curriculum.  Events were planned to take place in the early evening, the talk being followed by refreshments and the circulation of one or two questions arising from the talk to stimulate discussion and conversation among the participants. 

Student membership of the British Psychological Society (BPS) was considered a good opportunity to improve student commitment to the subject by strengthening student identification with the discipline and with communities of practice through its professional body.

Psychology Café agreed to promote student membership of the BPS and to act as a portal for information and upcoming events. 

Other possible future activities discussed were trips to sites of psychological interest (e.g. the Freud museum, old mental institutions) a film night (screening of a psychologically-relevant mainstream film in the University’s cinema), a book group or, alternatively, a collection of psychologically relevant novels with brief reviews and comments provided by students. Suggestions for films and novels were invited at the opening meeting with members.

A programme of events for the academic year was proposed, agreed and implemented and is detailed in Appendix 1.: 

Sandbox Studio: a creative studio environment for Psychology students

The Sandbox Studio provides a studio environment for psychology students. It is designed to support creative exploration and the generation of playful ideas, encouraging psychology students to think ‘outside the box’, or at least to ‘think differently’ about Psychology far from the ‘treadmill’ and to explore these ideas through discussion with their student colleagues. In selecting the sort of stimulus material that could engage and sustain interest and discussion in a sufficiently powerful way, film, TV and videogames became obvious candidates in addition to novels, magazines and games.  

The Sandbox Studio is designed as a pleasant lounge space that can accommodate around 15 students at any one time.  It is furnished with comfortable sofas and cushions arranged to encourage conversation. Stimulus materials include a DVD library of mainstream films with psychological relevance (plus the equipment for screening these); an Xbox videogame console and selection of games (donated by the Department); a Nintendo Wii system and games linked to a TV screen; a PC with a collection of computer games; an alternate reality game (donated by staff); a small collection of novels with particular psychological relevance (donated by staff) and copies of scientific, philosophical, cultural and design magazines (donated by staff).  Students are encouraged to develop these various stimulus materials over time so that they can, for example, collate questions and comments for subsequent student viewers, players or readers to address or to add to.  In developing the studio space further a variety of notice boards and whiteboards will be introduced to the room as comment and communication tools. 

EFFECTIVENESS

Students have been involved in the evolution of this project throughout the academic year and have helped shape its final form. As a result there have been numerous opportunities for feedback and comment throughout.  Other comments appeared in quite unexpected contexts (e.g. during our recent revalidation event). More formally, an e-mail questionnaire was distributed to students and staff asking for their feedback about the project and their suggestions for the future. 

The Psychology Café attracted 67 members mainly from Levels 1 and 2 indicating a healthy degree of support for a student society in Psychology. This society was identified as the fastest growing new student society in the University this year. 

At the time of writing this report, the academic year is not complete and so data relating to transition and retention for the current year are not yet available. The impact of the project on the student experience is, therefore, considered in relation to student and staff feedback below. 

Student feedback

Email Questionnaire

All of the 52 respondents (77% of the constituency) were extremely positive about the opportunities offered by Psychology Café during the year and all indicated an intention to renew membership next year.  The guest talks were clearly the most popular events with 48 students (92%) noting that they would like them to continue next year. 

Eighteen students attended the BPS Student Members Group conference in York. Feedback was collected at that time as the BPS had asked specifically for feedback on the event. Overall, the day was regarded as a very positive experience, with interesting talks, workshops and poster session particularly cited. There were also opportunities to mix with psychology students from other institutions during the day and at the evening meal and there was much interest among the students in browsing and buying books and collecting free copies of journals from the various publishers’ representatives.  Some minor disappointment was noted about the exclusion of students from some of the main conference talks (the BPS annual conference was running at the same time), particularly since the rooms were only partially filled by main conference delegates. Relevant comments have been returned to the BPS student office.  36 (79%) students indicated in their feedback that they would like to see this opportunity offered again next year.  

Numbers of BPS membership applications were not recorded but it is evident that there has been a large increase in membership applications from Sunderland students this year, suggesting that Psychology Café is an effective portal for BPS-related information.

A ‘film night’ was planned for late April, however, this coincided with the students’ revision period just before exams and so the event was cancelled. There are clear indications from 36 (70%) students that this would be a popular event next year. In the meantime a list of suitable films has been collated, and will be added to. This list will also be used to collate the DVD library in the Sandbox Studio.

“ Psychology Café has been the  best thing to happen in Psychology this year”    

                   (Level 2 student)
A few of the responses to the email questionnaires included more qualitative comments. These were invariably positive and supportive of the project. The text box examples capture common comments.  

 “I met students that I didn’t even know were in my year” 

(Level 1 student)
In addition, during our recent revalidation event, the Chair reported that, during the panel’s discussion with students, the students had been keen to note the Psychology Café project as an exciting development in Psychology this year and had made extremely favourable comments about it. 


“what you’re doing is great - I just wish you had done it earlier because I leave this summer!” 

         (Level 3 student)

Whilst it has taken most of this year to design and equip the Sandbox Studio students have been closely involved with its design and development.  They have shown considerable interest in this and are enthusiastic about the prospect of their own social space. This development has also been a focus of interest and enthusiasm among prospective students attending open days recently. 

Staff feedback

All staff have been aware of the project’s implementation this year and the subject has been mentioned in a variety of contexts e.g. departmental meetings. Staff agree that the project has had a very positive effect on students, commenting particularly on the level of student enthusiasm and ‘buzz’ generated by the various events.  Those staff who have presented guest talks note the excellent organisation achieved by the students and the enthusiastic and convivial atmosphere surrounding the events.  Staff have also shown great interest in the development of the Sandbox Studio and this has already generated suggestions for films, novels and magazines that might be included – and in some cases offers of donations. The videogame facilities are also generating much interest among staff and early indications suggest that this has motivated some proposals from final year students for projects on videogame play next year. 

PROPOSED FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

This project has produced outcomes that have had a high value, positive impact on the student experience over the past year and has resulted in two initiatives that are clearly sustainable.   Having spent the year establishing the society, the aim is to ensure that Psychology Café continues into the future with an expanded committee structure to ensure effective management of the expected numbers of members and events. A larger committee will also enable role shadowing and continuity across years, helping to make the society a sustainable venture.  On the basis of student feedback, guest talks and a film night are obvious priorities for the programme next year and, whilst costs for the Dublin BPS Student Members’ Group conference are likely to be prohibitive, possibilities of a trip to the BPS Edinburgh Lectures in December will be explored.

The Sandbox Studio, offers a range of facilities that clearly enhance the student experience and is a highly sustainable outcome of the project that can be developed by both staff and students well into the future. 

RESOURCES

The costs associated with this project were related to: equipping the Sandbox Studio (furniture, TV, DVD, videogame equipment, laptop), supporting student attendance at the BPS Student Members Group conference, York (transport, registration); hosting four events/guest talks (refreshments); associated staff costs.
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Appendix 1

	PSYCHOLOGY CAFÉ: PROGRAMME OF EVENTS

	October 2006
	Opening meeting
	Introduction to Psychology Café, its aims and membership information. 

Suggested future events were discussed: 

· Guest talks: suggested themes invited

· Film night (suggestions for appropriate films invited)

· Book group (suggestions for appropriate novels invited)

· Trips to places of interest and psychological interest (museums, old psychiatric hospitals and mental institutions, conferences etc)

· Quiz

Refreshments were provided

	November 2006
	GUEST TALK: 

Criminal Profiling
	The guest speaker was a recently retired criminal profiler from the CID. 

Refreshments were provided

	14 February 2007
	GUEST TALK: 

Serial Killers
	The guest speaker was a relatively new member of the Psychology team whose specialist topics are not currently delivered within the curriculum. The theme of this topic was requested by students.

Refreshments were provided

	28 February 2007
	GUEST TALK: 

Paranoia 
	This event was held in a local café and a buffet followed the talk, which was given by a member of staff who is researching this topic as a Ph.D. candidate

	21 March 2007
	CONFERENCE TRIP

BPS Student Members Group Annual Conference (York)
	A coach trip to the University of York was organised. The one-day conference enabled students to attend specialist papers presented by leading researchers in Psychology and to participate in a workshop. Various opportunities throughout the day and the evening meal enabled students to mix with the Psychology community – both researchers and students from other institutions. 

This event also helped to promote membership of the BPS among our students.
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“Never thought I’d say it but I can’t wait for next year” 


                     (Level 2 student)
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