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Starting points: ENGAGEMENT
MATTERS
Definition:
“Student engagement is concerned with the interaction between the
time, effort and other relevant resources invested by both students and
their institutions intended to optimised the student experience and
enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and the
performance, and reputation of the institution. “
Trowler, 2010, p. 3

A complex area:
Definitions tend to be long and complex,
highlight different aspects of engagement
(cognitive, behavioural, emotional;
social, academic)

Starting points:
1. Robust correlation between student engagement factors:
•Academic challenge (extent to which expectations and assessment
challenge students to learn)
•Active learning (students’ efforts to actively construct their knowledge)
•Student and staff interactions (level and nature of students’ contact with
teaching staff)
•Enriching educational experience (participation in broadening
educational activities)
•Supportive learning environment (feelings of belonging within the
university community)

with student development, achievement and satisfaction
(Astin, 1984; Kuh, 1995; Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Chickering & Gamson, 1987: Goodsell, Maher &
Tinto, 1992)

Starting points:
2. Importance of ‘sense of belonging’ contributing to and
arising from engagement (Thomas, 2012)

3. Importance of focusing on student engagement and
belonging in the first year (Thomas, 2012; Kift, 2009)
4. Importance of ‘whole-of-institution’ approaches to transition
pedagogies (Kift, 2009)

Starting points:

“Assessment is at the heart of the student experience”
(Brown & Knight, 1994)
“From our students’ point of view, assessment always defines the actual
curriculum”
(Ramsden,1992)

… and behaviour
“Assessment defines what students regard as important, how they spend
their time and how they come to see themselves as students and then as
graduates.........If you want to change student learning then change the
methods of assessment”
(Brown et al., 1997)

Starting points:
“Pressures caused by growth in student numbers have been partially
absorbed through the economies of scale of larger class sizes and
through reduced class contact. However, equivalent economies of scale
in assessment have been hard to find.” (Price et al., 2010)

…And the aspect with which students are least
satisfied
•“QAA subject reviews
•National Student Satisfaction Survey
•“Summative assessment practices “in disarray” (Knight 2002, p. 275
•“Broken” (Race 2003, p. 5)
•“ “…serious grounds for concern” about assessment methodologies
and statistical practices (IUSS, 2009, p116)

Assessing to promote first year
engagement
1. Enhancing student engagement with assessment and feedback
processes (an assessment literacy approach)
2. Using assessment and feedback to promote student engagement
with learning (an assessment for learning approach)
And, of course, these are interlinked…
An indispensible condition for students to improve their academic
performance is for them to hold the same conceptions of quality and
standards as held by their tutors. (Sadler, 1989)
A close link between self-efficacy, performance and motivation (Bandura,
1977)

Assessing to promote first year
engagement
Processes that emphasise student agency and activity:
1: Early assessment to engender good study habits and communicate clear
(and high) expectations.
2. Identifying (and targeting resources at) ‘critical learning moments’ where
students experience difficulty, overwhelming challenge and need support
3. The Importance of a programme view
4. Developing students’ skills in self-evaluation and peer-evaluation
5. Reconceptualising feedback as a process rather than a product and one
in which dialogue takes place, even if sparingly.
6. Summative ‘high stakes’ assessment used rigorously but sparingly, and
authentic, relevant formative tasks abundantly.

Setting clear (& high) expectations
“The unfortunate reality for about one third of students is
that first year is when they drift in an anxious journey from
the known and familiar to unknown and indecipherable”
(Kift, 2014)
First year continuation rate:
89.4% Anglia Ruskin, 2011-12.
HESA data

Setting clear (& high) expectations
Frank: In response to the question, ‘Suggest how you would resolve the
staging difficulties inherent in Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, you have
written… ‘Do it on the radio’…
Rita:

Precisely.

Frank:

Well?

Rita:

Well what?

‘Educating Rita’ cited in Yorke 2007

Setting expectations 10 mins
1. What are your student expectations of LTA on arrival?
2. How do you currently communicate your expectations to
them?

Student expectations on entry to
a business and management
programme
A good teacher knows lots of
‘right answers’ and can:
1. Make things simple
2. Help students memorise
key points in interesting
ways
Assessment is about
measurement and
should be FAIR.
Effort should be
rewarded

Knowledge is certain and
uncontested
There are ‘right answers’ and
‘key points’ that students must
memorise
The knowledge you learn at
school and university is
mainly irrelevant to day-today life
Discussion with peers can be both
muddling and time wasting
(O’Donovan, 2010)	


Clarifying student expectations with
early assessment & feedback
Also engenders good study habits; diagnoses areas of
individual difficulty; promotes engagement
The ‘unfrozen’ moment
(Lewin, 1947)
“Setting

students assignments as soon as they arrive at
university could help cut dropout rates………integrate
students into university life as quickly as possible. This
involves making them aware of the quality and quantity of
work expected from them…..The freedom…is too much for
some and they probably need more structure in the first
year.”
Higher, 24/1/03, Reporting Student Transition and Retention
(STAR) FDTL Project (in 5 universities)

The learning journey of a programme can be seen as:

	


Learning Challenge	


A series of modular stepping stones of similar difficulty,
involving incremental movement between zones of
‘proximal development’

	


	


Expectations and notions of ‘quality’
can remain more or less the same
during a programme of study...

Phase 1	


Phase 2	


Phase 3	


…or a journey of critical moments of
challenge

Learning development	


Radical movement involving zones of discomfort, ‘threshold
concepts and troublesome knowledge’ (Meyer and Land, 2006)
Changes in ‘epistemology and knowledge structures’ (Basil
Bernstein in Moore et al, 2006)

Term 1	


Term 2	


Term 3	


The importance of a programme-view

Some skills, literacies, conceptual understandings are ‘slowly learnt’ and
need rehearsal throughout a programme (Yorke, 2001)
Where there is a greater sense of the holistic programme, students are
more likely to achieve the learning outcomes than students on
programmes with a more fragmented sense of the programme
(Havnes, 2007)
Many business and management courses involve unequal learning steps
and changes in epistemologies and knowledge structures
(O’Donovan, 2010)

Skills in self and peer evaluation
q Standards are both tacit and explicit and better understood
in their embodied form (O’Donovan et al., 2004)
q A key academic and employability skill (Boud, 2007)
q Slowly learnt through active engagement with marking
(Rust et al., 2003)
q The importance of ‘assessment literacy’ in enhancing
student achievement (Price et al, 2012) and student
satisfaction (O’Donovan in submission)

Potential of Feedback

Feedback problems
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Unhelpful feedback (Maclellan, 2001)
Too vague (Higgins, 2000)
Subject to interpretation (Ridsdale, 2003)
Not understood (e.g. Lea and Street, 1998)
Don’t read it (Hounsell, 1987)
Damage self-efficacy (Wotjas, 1998)
Has no effect (Fritz et al, 2000)
Seen to be too subjective (Holmes & Smith, 2003)
It is not enough to improve feedback as a monologue; we
must make it a dialogue (Nicol, 2009)

‘Good’ Feedback

§ Students need to be clear about the purpose of feedback
§ Students more likely to engage with feedback from a tutor
they know… and trust
§ ‘Good’ feedback a process rather than a product.

§ Handley et al., (2008) FDTL – Engaging Students with Assessment Feedback
§ Price et al., 2010

At its simplest, requires three
conceptual shifts
1. Expectations and requirements owned and shared by the
assessment community
2. Self and peer assessment seen as essential graduate
attributes
3. Feedback re-conceptualised as a process rather than
product in which student/tutor dialogue takes place.

… with an explicit intention to bring students into
the community of assessment practice

Week 4 assessment (module strategy)
Validity
Purpose:
Ø Clarify expectations and set behaviours
Ø Engagement & diagnosis
Ø Formative

Manageability

Reliability

Feedback:
Ø Individual, tutor-marked, forensic diagnosis
Ø Relational – marked by seminar tutor and discussed with AAs
Ø ‘A grade’ examples
Ø Two-week turnaround
Engagement with feedback:
Ø In-class gap analysis with tutor feedback and A grade examples.
Ø Directed study for those who demonstrated difficulty in particular areas,
‘Academic Advisers involved, particularly for those who didn’t do it at all

