Sessional Teaching Program: Module 8: Introduction

Practicals for Effective Learning

1. Reflection

Let's start with your own experience:
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Exercise 1
Think back on your time as a student. Think particularly of laboratory classes where you felt you really learned something.
Which of the following was significant in that learning?

	
	Very 
Significant
	Somewhat Significant
	Not 
Significant


You were clear about what to do

	
	
	
	

	You developed new practical skills
	
	
	

	You gained a better understanding of some concept
	
	
	

	You got ‘the right answer’
	
	
	

	You got an unexpected answer
	
	
	

	You worked well with your fellow students
	
	
	

	You had a good level of support from a demonstrator
	
	
	

	You experienced a sense of achievement
	
	
	

	You received positive feedback on your work
	
	
	

	Other:

	
	
	


2. What would you like to learn from this module?

	I would like to learn about...
	YES
	Not Yet
	NO/NA

	1. the goals of practicals (see 3.1 below)
	
	
	

	2. factors affecting laboratory learning (3.1)
	
	
	

	3. practical tips I can apply (4)
	
	
	

	4. identifying skills relevant to demonstrating (Exercise 2)
	
	
	

	5. assessing my skills as a demonstrator 
(Exercise 3)
	
	
	

	6. suggestions for more in-depth reading about practicals (3.2)
	
	
	

	7. making an action plan to improve my skills (5)
	
	
	


3. Principles

3.1 Principles for Laboratory Work

1. Safety: As a staff member, you have a duty of care in relation to your own safety and to the safety of others.

2. Procedures: It is crucial that you are clear about requirements and procedures, your responsibilities in relation to student behaviour and how to deal with any reluctance to comply on the part of students.
3. Challenge: The challenge is to ensure laboratory practicals provide experiences which will encourage student learning.

4. Goals for lab work: to promote learning by helping students to 

a) link theory to practice
b) learn experimental skills
c) get to know the methods of scientific inquiry

d) generate data for analysis and interpretation

e) develop attitudes towards science

f) practise collaboration and team work.

5. How students learn: 

a) The most commonly accepted learning theories suggest that that knowledge is not transmitted but rather that learners construct their own understanding by combining information with prior knowledge and experience.
b) However, a student’s understandings based on prior experience may also get in the way of learning, or influence the interpretation of their data.

c) If students come to the laboratory with no grounding at all, then the practical laboratory session may not be a useful learning experience.

d) At least a minimal introduction to the underlying concepts will provide students with a basis on which to build.

6. Assessment: 

a) Students are usually strategic and will put their energies into whatever is assessed.
b) Learning is best supported if the assessment is clearly linked to the learning goals, and if these goals are well understood.
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Exercise 2
If you were compiling a list of selection criteria for a job as a laboratory demonstrator in your discipline area, which would you regard as essential criteria, which are desirable criteria and which (if any) would you omit? Are there any criteria (not listed here) that you would add to the essential or desirable list?

	Selection Criteria
	Essential
	Desirable
	Omit

	1. Good knowledge of subject
	
	
	

	2. Able to state clear learning goals
	
	
	

	3. Well organised
	
	
	

	4. Able to communicate well with students
	
	
	

	5. Familiar with safe laboratory processes
	
	
	

	6. Skilled in experimental processes
	
	
	

	7. Effective problem-solver
	
	
	

	8. Punctual and reliable
	
	
	

	9. 
	
	
	

	10. 
	
	
	


Comments / reasons for choices (optional)

Exercise 3
Assess yourself, as a prospective candidate for a position of laboratory demonstrator, using your list of essential and desirable criteria; rate yourself on the scale below, where 1 = quality very typical of you, 5 = not a quality you possess:

	
	Qualties I possess

	Selection Criteria
	1
YES
	2
	3
	4
	5
NO

	1. Good knowledge of subject
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Well organised
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Able to state clear learning goals
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Able to communicate well with students
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Familiar with safe laboratory processes
	
	
	
	
	

	6. Skilled in experimental processes
	
	
	
	
	

	7. Effective problem-solver
	
	
	
	
	

	8. Punctual and reliable
	
	
	
	
	

	9. 
	
	
	
	
	

	10. 
	
	
	
	
	


Comments / development needs (if any): 

3.2 Reading

The following Principles for Laboratory Work are elaborated, together with references to relevant literature, in the topic overview "Practicals for Effective Learning" (Module 8) Reading on the CLPD Sessional Teaching website.
Go to the STP Modules web page
<http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/sessional/stp/>

4. Tips

Some practical suggestions to help you teach more effectively in the laboratory:

· For each laboratory session decide on the learning goals, state them clearly and refer to them during the session

· Be aware of, and apply, safety requirements and processes; know evacuation routes and emergency procedures

· Know the name and contact details of your superior or safety officer and the Security Office for emergencies

· Model desired behaviour in relation to punctuality, dress, focus, precision and enthusiasm

· Clarify with students your role as a demonstrator

· Establish ground rules, generally and for each session

· Intervene immediately in the case of inappropriate behaviour

· Prepare for each session—know what the students will be required to do, how they will do it, what difficulties they might encounter

· Predict likely questions and how you might respond to those

· Decide for each session how you and the students will know whether the specific goals have been attained

· Demonstrate unfamiliar processes to the whole group if this is feasible

· Identify the theoretical knowledge required to make sense of the practical; you may need to prompt students in relation to this

· Be specific about assessment processes and requirements

· Use specified criteria in assessing student work; be fair and consistent in applying these; be able to justify a given mark but admit if you’ve made an error in marking

· Encourage shared participation in manipulative tasks and in the interpretation of data

· Be available but not intrusive; encourage problem-solving by students but don’t leave them to flounder hopelessly

· Encourage attempts, both practical and theoretical

· Seek predictions and challenge assumptions—ask ‘why?’, ‘what might you expect?’ and ‘what if?’ type questions 

· Judge when to ask questions and when to give answers

· Encourage connections with theoretical knowledge

· Get to know the students by name

· Share ideas and concerns with other demonstrators and with your supervisor

· Give feedback to your supervisor as to how well particular sessions worked

· Refer major or persistent problems to your supervisor

5. Application to your own practice

Consider the selection criteria included in the exercise in section 3.
Select one or more of the criteria which you would like to be able to do better.
There are resources within the university you can draw on to help you with this. Which one/s will you use to assist in your development?

· student feedback on your performance

· your fellow demonstrators

· self-observation and reflection

· staff within your discipline area

· CLPD staff

· online or library resources

6. Your comments

Your comments on the ideas, materials or exercises in this module are valued.

Click on the following link:

Go to the STP Online Feedback Form
<http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/sessional/stp/feedback.html>
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