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Rationale

This is the second part of our project on teaching learning skills to first year students. As with the first, this History Essay Writing and Referencing pilot course was conceived as a series of workshops aimed at closing the gap that currently exists in the provision of the Level One history course, Medieval Europe 800-1500, for new undergraduates within the University of Glasgow. Several years teaching experience has suggested that increasing numbers of students new to the study of history in a university environment did not have the skills and experience necessary to complete their first assessed piece of course work. Perennial areas of concern requiring further student development within the discipline include; the application of appropriate analytical structures and the inclusion of effective references and bibliographical material. It was hoped that a reflective approach to the study and writing of historical essays would be developed, which would allow students not only to fully engage with the Level One course, but would remain with them throughout their undergraduate careers.

Description

The second session was held on the 11th December 2002. The total attendance at the session was 16; breaking down into a ratio of 14 female and 2 male students. Though detailed feedback from the students in the form of an evaluation form is still outstanding, responses from the students were encouraging and confirmed many of the observations made by students in the first session. As in the first session most students had chosen to attend in preparation for the submission of their first assessed piece of work.

A greater emphasis was placed on the introduction to the session and, in particular, it was explained to students that the session would have a 'pick and mix' approach in covering a wide number of areas. The participants responded positively and appear to recognise the logistical problems in organising a course of this nature.

The format of the session followed that of the first, with the same practical exercises for the research skills and handouts which gave a compact summation of the points raised in the session. In a near repeat of the first session, the majority of students picked up on relatively minor points as being particularly useful. The majority of questions raised in this part of the session were of a practical nature, especially relating to the layout of Glasgow University Library and where students could expect to find journals. Questions of the use of footnotes were also raised in this session.

As in the first session students were asked to grade a mock Level One essay according to the grade descriptors in their course book. Surprisingly, the majority of students in the second session accurately graded the essay in question to a D standard.

Implementation

Overall, the second session allowed a more in-depth analysis of the course. In terms of the target audience, given that the vast majority of students chose to attend the session voluntarily and very few students appear to have had problems with the concepts and content contained in the course, it is a worry that those students who might benefit most from the course are not attending. However, as this was the last session before the end of term, and therefore the last submission date for assessed work, it is anticipated that the final session scheduled for this module will be attended by a majority of students who have been referred by their tutors.

Impact

In terms of teaching dynamics, the second session went well, though on occasion discussion drifted to the more theoretical, especially with regard to essay writing. After reflection it was decided to revert to the more emphatic approach of the first session and to ensure that any points raised in the session were supported by the material contained in the handouts. Also, it was decided not to ask students which themes in the course they had found most difficult in lectures and seminars. Though in theory using examples of essays, which might be perceived as difficult and drawn from these areas to illustrate the various aspects of essay writing is attractive, it might unwittingly give students an unfair advantage if the essay chosen is one they are intending to submit. However, this approach might be adopted for the final session, after the students have completed and submitted their essay. Finally, the course appears to have be judged a success and has been extended into the second first year module.
