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Learning & Teac hing in HE 

Training for Postgraduate Students 

his paper c omes about in the c ontext of the on-going deba te about the 

va lue of offering d isc ip line-spec ific  versus generic  interd isc ip lina ry tra ining  in 

lea rning and  teac hing to postgradua te researc h (PGR) students. The paper 

examines the question from the perspec tive of educ a tiona l development in HE and  

through c onsidera tion of rec ent pedagogic a l resea rc h into UG lea rning and 

teac hing whic h inc luded  a  vita l c ontribution from postgradua te students. These 

ideas were orig ina lly p resented  as pa rt of a  panel a t the CA c onferenc e in 

Nottingham (2014) c ontributing  to the deba te on the future of postgradua te tra ining 

and  skills development in our d isc ip line. Sinc e then the suggestions in my paper have 

been put into p rac tic e in the Department of Humanities a t Roehampton. 

At Roehampton new PGR students need  to take a  short SEDA c ourse entitled  An 

Introduc tion to Learning and Teac hing in Higher Educ a tion before they a re a llowed  

to undertake any teac hing. The c ourse is generic  and  is offered  to a ll PGR students 

ac ross the university in sub jec ts rang ing from Danc e, Drama, Languages and 

Humanities to Educ ation, Soc ia l Sc ienc es, Life Sc ienc es and  Psyc hology. This 

approac h makes sense log istic a lly as it is p rac tic a l to bring  students together and 

teac h them together. The p rogramme is a lso built on the find ings of educ a tiona l 

developers tha t it is benefic ia l to take an interd isc ip lina ry approac h to share best 

p rac tic e ac ross d isc ip lines ra ther than stic king  with one mode whic h is essentia lly the 

way tha t you yourself were taught. As Sc hulman (2005) has c onvinc ing ly a rgued , by 

examining the ‘ signa ture pedagog ies’  of other d isc ip lines, tha t is the c harac teristic  

forms of teac hing and lea rning in eac h d isc ip line, educ a tors c an improve teac hing 

and  learning in their own d isc ip line.  Another positive aspec t is tha t students get to 

meet peers from ac ross c ampus. A simila r approac h is taken in the longer and  more 

in dep th p rogramme for new sta ff members for a  simila r set of reasons. 

I spoke to a  sma ll number of PGR students in Humanities (studying in the fields of 

Classic s, History, Philosophy and  Theology) to find  out their impressions of this short 

c ourse.  They told  me tha t they apprec ia ted  the basic  tra ining  they had  rec eived 

while undertaking the introduc tory c ourse. In pa rtic ular the opportunity to do a  tria l 

c lass in front of their peers was deemed va luab le as they rec eived  feedbac k on 

their teac hing style and  tec hnique . However a ll the students surveyed  sa id  tha t the 

c ourse was too short and  very basic . They desired  something add itiona l to 

supp lement this c ourse, idea lly with a  more d isc ip lina ry foc us. In add ition some of 

these PGR students were keen for further experienc es, not just of teac hing, but a lso 

of develop ing materia l for teac hing and  develop ing assessments (see a lso Hilder in 

this issue).  

Two of these Humanities students subsequently agreed  to take pa rt in a n HEA 

funded c ollabora tive projec t on ‘Develop ing undergradua te students’  

T   

http://cucd.blogs.sas.ac.uk/files/2015/01/Hilder-2015.pdf
http://www.roehampton.ac.uk/Courses/Humanities/Assisting-UG-History-Students-via-Online-Learning-tools/
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understand ing of historic a l enquiry and  researc h through flexib le online lea rning and 

feedbac k’  whic h was run by my c olleague Ted  Va llanc e in c ollabora tion with 

historians from Edge Hill University. The a im of the projec t was to  ‘develop  online 

p la tforms to support undergradua te history students’  enquiry and researc h skills’ . The 

team dec ided  to inc lude input from PGR students as well as ac ademic  sta ff from 

both institutions to help  enhanc e both sub jec t-spec ific  skills and  the kind  of 

independent c ritic a l thinking whic h is needed  for university-level study. The ma in 

foc us in both universities was the teac hing of a  first-year History skills module, using 

tec hnology to develop  UG students’  researc h skills. The projec t made use of PGR 

students from d isc ip lines other than History inc lud ing Classic s, Philosophy and  Frenc h.  

The pa rtic ula r role of the PGR students was to c ollabora te with eac h other under the 

guidanc e of sta ff to develop  d ig ita l ma teria l to enhanc e the modules involved  in 

this p rojec t. For examp le they designed  online quizzes for the undergradua te 

students and they took pa rt in online d isc ussion forums with the undergradua te 

students on the VLE answering  questions and  stimula ting  deba te. 

The PGR students who took pa rt were happy to be involved  in the projec t as it gave 

them an opportunity to think through wha t kind  of m a teria l to design in teac hing a  

session, how to interlink ideas tha t were being delivered  in the c lassroom with the 

lea rning outc omes, and  how to interac t with and  g ive feedbac k to students. There 

were benefits to  the ac ademic  sta ff involved  too, bec ause the PGR students c ame 

a t p rob lems in a  d ifferent way pa rtly through their experienc e with tec hnolog ies and 

pa rtly bec ause of their memories of lea rning as undergradua te  students made them 

approac h p rob lems d ifferently. The undergradua te students on these modules a lso 

benefitted  through their use of ma teria l developed by the PGR students. In pa rtic ula r 

those students who engaged  fully in one-on-one online d isc ussions with PGR students 

benefitted  substantia lly, as c ould  be seen from ana lysis of an exerc ise in whic h they 

answered  the same set of questions in week 1 and  week 10. In week 10 students who 

had  engaged  in the online d isc ussions with PGR students showed  tha t they had met 

the lea rning outc omes through their more  nuanc ed  and  thoughtful answers. 

The p rojec t demonstra ted  advantages to a ll involved  when PGR students were 

involved . But a  question rema ined  about how this work c ould  be susta ined  when the 

fund ing c ame to an end . At the same time, the desire of our PGR students to  

rec eive some form of d isc ip lina ry tra ining  in lea rning and  teac hing needed  a  

solution.  The solution whic h I tria lled  in the Department of Humanities was an 

enhanc ement of our peer observa tion sc heme to inc lude PG R students even where 

they a re not teac hing .  The orig ina l simp le system pa ired  up  ac ademic  sta ff who 

were asked  to wa tc h the teac hing of a  c olleague for an hour and  note a  c oup le of 

things tha t they ha d lea rnt from the session. For the new sc heme I c rea ted  groups of 

three, eac h inc lud ing a  full-time member of sta ff, a  full-time or temporary lec turer 

and  a  PGR student. While a t Roehampton we have a  limited  number of PGR 

students, the advantage of working with groups is tha t la rger numbers of students 

c ould  be ac c ommodated  in the sc heme. Groups were asked  to observe  teac hing. 

As an a lterna tive c olleagues were enc ouraged  to c ollabora te with PGR students to 

develop  an idea  for teac hing  in a  system of ‘peer c ollabora tion’ . Possib ilities 

http://www.roehampton.ac.uk/Courses/Humanities/Assisting-UG-History-Students-via-Online-Learning-tools/
http://www.roehampton.ac.uk/Courses/Humanities/Assisting-UG-History-Students-via-Online-Learning-tools/
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suggested  were tha t PGR students might be g iven the opportunity to get some 

experienc e of p reparing  a  c lass ac tivity, c rea ting  a  Mood le quiz, or lead ing a  

seminar. It was stressed tha t no ac tivities should  be unduly a rduous. The groups in our 

department were interd isc ip lina ry over Classic s, History, Philosophy, Theology and 

Relig ious Stud ies and  Ministeria l Theology. The advantage of the sc heme is tha t it is 

log istic a lly p rac tic a l, interd isc ip lina ry, and  a llows c olleagues to get to know one 

another from ac ross d isc ip lines, but a t the same time c an a llow PGR students to 

lea rn more about teac hing before they undertake take it through observing the 

teac hing, or c ollabora ting  in teac hing -rela ted  ac tivities. Researc h has 

demonstra ted  tha t watc hing others teac h c an be more benefic ia l to lea rning than 

rec eiving  feedbac k on your own teac hing, bec ause observers c an enhanc e their 

c onfidenc e and  lea rn new stra teg ies by wa tc hing others (Hendry and  Oliver, 2012), 

so just inc lud ing the PGR students in the rota  and  enc ourag ing them to observe 

teac hing is va luab le on its own. The possib ility of peer c ollabora tion as tria lled  in our 

sc heme is an add itiona l mode of supporting students, but is not essentia l to enhanc e 

their lea rning. The PGR students were not p lac ed  in groups with their supervisors 

nec essarily as working with a  range of peop le over their stud ies would  supp lement 

their knowledge and  experienc es. This would  enab le students to ga in experienc e in 

develop ing and  thinking through teac hing materia ls, styles and  approac hes as well 

as ga ining prac tic a l tips and  advic e from more experienc ed  sta ff, while the sta ff 

c ould  potentia lly a lso lea rn something e.g . about tec hnology tha t c ould  be used 

benefic ia lly in the c lassroom from the PGR students. 

Feedbac k from PGR students who partic ipa ted  in the sc heme was positive. They 

were p leased  tha t they had  been inc luded in the rota  and  spoke of things tha t they 

had  learnt from experienc ed  members of sta ff and  the feedbac k they had 

rec eived .  As Jennifer Hilder has reported  in her p iec e for this issue, the University of 

Glasgow a lso ran a  peer observa tion sc heme in Classic s whic h inc luded  gradua te 

students for the first time this ac ademic  year. She noted : ‘From my point of view, I 

think it was very useful pa rtic ula rly for the newer GTAs to get some reassuranc e as 

well as c onstruc tive feedbac k, but a lso as a  slightly more experienc ed  GTA I 

enjoyed  seeing other peop le’s teac hing style and  made me think more about the 

way I organise c lass time, for examp le.’  However one PGR student from 

Roehampton c ommented  tha t he d id  not want to take pa rt in the sc heme as the 

sta ff members in his group  were not from the same d isc ip line and he c ould  not see 

the benefits of observing teac hing whic h was not in his own sub jec t a rea .  

Conversely a  student in Theology and  Relig ious Stud ies working on a  PhD on sac red 

spac e felt tha t he benefited  from his experienc e observing a  field  trip  for first year 

c lassic a l c ivilisa tion students to a  neoc lassic a l garden temp le a t Roehampton, 

inc lud ing ‘ the way such an informal session allowed individual discussion between 

tutor and student’. Following  on from this feedbac k, I will look c a refully a t the 

d isc ip lina ry group ings of the PGR students in the sc heme going forward  to ensure 

they a re offered  both d isc ip linary and  interd isc ip lina ry peer observa tion 

opportunities in the c ourse of their stud ies. 
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The message from PGR students involved  this year is tha t inc lud ing them in peer 

observa tion rotas c an be a  very va luab le way for them to enhanc e their d isc ip lina ry 

lea rning and  teac hing and  where possib le to ga in further insights on lea rning and 

teac hing through interd isc ip lina ry engagement.  
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