Discourse

Learning and Teaching in
Philosophical and
Religious Studies

. The Higher Education Academy



Discourse:
Learning and Teaching in Philosophical and Religious Studies

Editor: Dr David | Mossley

If you have any comments or queries
about the content featured in about production or distribution
Discourse, please contact the editor issues, please contact the deputy
on: editor on:

+44(0)113 343 1166 +44(0)113 343 4184
david@prs.heacademy.ac.uk jules@prs.heacademy.ac.uk

Deputy Editor: Julie Closs
If you have any comments or queries

Distributed freely to all individuals and PRS departments in UK Higher Education

and to those registered in our subject areas.

Editorial board:

Dr Darlene Bird
Subject Co-ordinator
Subject Centre for PRS
University of Leeds

Dr Gary Bunt

Subject Co-ordinator
Subject Centre for PRS
University of Wales,
Lampeter

Ms Danielle Lamb
Resource Co-ordinator
Subject Centre for PRS
University of Leeds

Mr George MacDonald
Ross

Director

Subject Centre for PRS
University of Leeds

Dr Clare Saunders
Subject Co-ordinator
Subject Centre for PRS
University of Leeds

Dr Simon Smith
Associate Director
Subject Centre for PRS
University of Leeds

Dr Joe Cain

Chair

Dept. of Science and
Technology Studies
University College
London

Dr Helen Beebee
BPA Representative
University of Manchester

Dr Rachel Cooper

BSPS Representative
Institute for Environment,
Philosophy and Public
Policy

Lancaster University

Dr Dominic Corrywright
BASR Representative
Oxford Brookes
University

Prof David Evans

BPA Representative
The Queen’s University
of Belfast

Ms Julie Gallimore
Employability
Consultant

Julie Gallimore
Associates

Dr Ron Geaves
AUDTRS
Representative
University College
Chester

Dr Graeme Gooday
Division of HPS
Dept. of Philosophy
University of Leeds

Dr Mary Mills
AUDTRS
Representative
Newman College of
Higher Education,
Birmingham



Discourse:
Volume 6, Number |, Autumn 2006

The journal of the Subject Centre for Philosophical and
Religious Studies of the Higher Education Academy

Contents

EIEOFIAL......ooo oot cees e ees e eets st esas s s ses e s st es s b e 4
News and information

The Higher Education Academiy..............nencnenenenenenenessessessessessessessesscssessess 6
The Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious Studies...............cccccceeuucenee. 7
Departmental Visits, Workshops and Contacts...........cccccocoecveneencrneencencrneencenceneenennees 8
Conferences and Calls for Papers...............cnencencneinceneneescenenseesesseeeesessesesses 9
Reports

Enhancing Academic Achievement Among Philosophy Students with
Diverse Learning Needs

YVONNE Bre&MEI €1 Gl.....ccceueuiceicieeieinieineisicseeicisee e tseaeaesseessessaesseasssesseasssesssacsnd 13
Reflections on Collaborating with SEN Experts

KEITN CrOME.....ceeiecieceicecetete ettt ettt st s b e tss e bt senes 51
Successful e-Learning Applications: PRS Funded Projects Report

Danielle Lamb.......iiiiiii s esaes 63
TechDis: e-Learning, Accessibility and Inclusion

Emma Arnold and Sue Harrison.. ... ecceeceeecerecenecsensesessessessessennns 71

Workshop on the Future of HPS: Report on the Learning and Teaching
Panel

DaVid MOSSIEY.....u ettt bbbttt s s e 83
AAPT and APA Conference 2006: Report on Graduate Teaching Seminar
DUNCAN WALSON....coreuriremnirerererenncrmeeraserieessesssesssesssesssssssesssessssssssssesssessssesssssssesssessssssanses 89

Articles, Discussion and Practical Teaching

The Discourse Interview

Professor Steven French........ . ceeccccciscseicsessesesesessessessessessseseened 107
Interdisciplinarity and Philosophy

BeNJAMIN Franks...........cevuerverrunriensisieneissessssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassenss 123
Learning, Teaching and Assessment with Deaf Students

WVAYNE MOTTIS . eurctrrineineieeceseisse e esseiseisse bbbt st b s s secs b s 145

An Educational Approach to Intercultural Teaching and Learning By
Means of Black Theology

ANhony G Redie.......cuiceecieiecieeecineeeciseceerseeaesseesseseesessesessessesessessssessessssessencsnes 175
Making it Safe to Think Differently About Sex in the Academy

DEE AMY-CRINN...eiieireecireerecieeeetseeeesseeaseseesessesesessesessessasessessssessesssesssasssssencs 189
Academic Capital, Postgraduate Research and British Universities

MALLNEW D. EAdY....c.comveeineeeecereecieeeieceeeecneeseenessesessessesssesssssesssesesssessesssessesssesss 211
Manifesto for Higher Education: Students are Human Beings (Discuss)

Brendan Larvor. ... e eeeeuereesereeseeeessseeessssessssssessssssessssssesssssesssssssssssasesessasesssssassssnseses 225
ADOUL DISCOUSE.............iiiiiiectceess st sas s sassassassas 240



Editorial: Diversity, Criticism and Discussion

Il the disciplines supported

by the Subject Centre face

fresh challenges at the
beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Public discussions of religion,
ethics, the environment, science
and society dominate the media
and much of our life.The quality of
the discussions is variable, but of
vital importance to human
progress and development. Now,
more than ever, we need informed
graduates able to address these
issues with insight and clarity.
Additionally, there are academics,
both well-established and new,
whose scholarship and experience
of diverse points of view and tradi-
tions will be crucial, in the coming
years, to promote a society open
to intelligent and rational dialogue
on pressing problems about our
lives, our communities and the
world, philosophically, scientifically,
ethically and spiritually. It is part of
the liberal tradition that rational
dialogue and discussion should
embrace all those willing and able
to contribute, and one key chal-
lenge is to find ways that they can.
The benefits to the university, and
to society as a whole, of increasing
the opportunities available to a
more diverse range of participants,
will be immeasurable.

This issue of Discourse
covers a wide range of material, all
of which, in one way or another,
addresses aspects of the chal-

lenges above. We have included
articles on the impact of liberal
education models in interdiscipli-
nary philosophy education in
Scotland, black theology and inter-
cultural teaching, and creating a
safe classroom space for students
to talk about sexual theory.There
is an interview with the President
of the British Society for the
Philosophy of Science, Steven
French, in which he describes his
own diverse teaching experiences.
We also have reports on a major
project on improving academic lit-
eracy for students with dyslexia
and other diverse learning needs,
funded by the Subject Centre, and
a lively dialogue between history
of science and philosophy of sci-
ence teaching and their future
together.And there is a discussion
piece reflecting on how we talk to
(and about) and engage with stu-
dents and their own diverse expe-
riences of being engaged with
their disciplines.

As always, feedback is wel-
comed and encouraged.
Discourse always aims to stimu-
late discussion and reflection on
education at all levels of theory
and practice.

David J. Mossley, Editor
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The Higher Education Academy

he Higher Education Academy’s mission is to help institutions,
discipline groups and all staff to provide the best possible
learning experience for their students.

Its aims and objectives are:

1. To be an authoritative and independent voice on policies
that influence student learning experiences;

2. To support institutions in their strategies for improving the
student learning experience;

3. To lead, support and inform the professional development
and recognition of staff in higher education;

4. To promote good practice in all aspects of support for the
student learning experience;

5. To lead the development of research and evaluation to
improve the quality of the student learning experience;

6. To be a responsive, efficient and accountable organisation.

http:/lwww.heacademy.ac.uk

The Subject Network

The Subject Network is a network of 24 subject centres based in higher
education institutions throughout the UK. It is funded by the four HE
funding bodies in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. It
aims to promote high quality learning and teaching through develop-
ment and transfer of successful practice in all subject disciplines.



The Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious
Studies

The Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious Studies is based at
the University of Leeds and at a partner site at the University of Wales,
Lampeter and covers the disciplines of Philosophy, Philosophy of
Science, History of Science (including the History of Medicine and
Technology), Theology, and Religious Studies.

Mission statement

To support and promote Philosophical, Theological and Religious
Studies higher education in the UK, and to build on its culture of dia-
logue and reflection.

Strategic Aims

* To work in collaboration with PRS colleagues and students
in order to be effective advocates for our disciplines in the
development of national and regional policies.

» To fund and take part in projects and events that support the
development and recognition of good teaching practice in
PRS.

* To participate in relevant research developments.

* To provide a repository of relevant knowledge and
expertise within our subject communities.

* To maintain a well managed, flexible and properly struc-
tured subject centre staffed by appropriately qualified
people with academic and creative strengths.

Visit the website for the Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious
Studies (formerly the PRS-LTSN) of the Higher Education Academy:

http:/lprs.heacademy.ac.uk



Departmental Visits, Workshops and Contacts

Departmental Visits

We have now visited almost all of the departments in our subject com-
munities. We have contacted all the departments (either via your
departmental Subject Centre representative or your Head of
Department) and if we have not yet set up a face to face meeting then
please do not hesitate to contact us at the address below to arrange one.
The aim of the visits is to gather information about existing effective
practice and to find out what the most pressing issues for your depart-
ment and for individual lecturers and tutors are, so that we can better
direct our resources and efforts to serve the PRS community in all
learning, teaching and assessment matters.

Departmental Workshops

We also offer a full programme of workshops. These are designed to
help us help you with issues raised in our first visits and to see how
things have changed in your learning and teaching environment. We
aim to provide workshops and support advice on any learning and
teaching issue that has a subject-specific dimension. These workshops
can be tailored to your departmental needs and time and can cover
topics such as plagiarism, assessment and tutor training. Please contact
us to discuss how we might help you with a workshop for your depart-
ment, free of charge.

Contacts

Our list of departmental contacts continues to grow, but there is still a
small minority of departments that have not registered a representative.
If you would like to be a representative for your department, please
contact us at:

Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious Studies
Department of Theology and Religious Studies

University of Leeds

Leeds LS2 9JT

Tel: 0113 343 4184

enquiries@prs.heacademy.ac.uk



Future Discourse 2007: Second International
Philosophy Conference on Learning and Teaching

29-30 June 2007, University of Leeds

Call for Papers

Keynote Address: Professor E.]. Lowe (Durham, UK)

This conference, which follows a highly successful inaugural confer-
ence in 2005, will address teaching philosophy at universities and col-
leges. Papers looking at theoretical and practical issues are invited;
topics may include, but are not limited to, the following:

*  The state of philosophy learning and teaching
* Teaching:
*  Specific topics and philosophers
*  History of Philosophy
* Applied topics
*  Small and large group teaching
*  Environmental issues and sustainability
»  Using texts and new technologies
* Teaching postgraduates

Papers and presentations on other topics are welcome and diverse pres-
entation styles are encouraged. Successful papers will be allocated forty
minutes of presentation time with a further twenty minutes for questions
and discussion.

Please supply a 1000 word outline of your paper indicating the
main topic and content, presentation style (read paper, workshop, dis-
cussion, panel session etc.), for blind refereeing, together with a 150
word abstract for publication in advance of the conference. Abstracts
and outlines (which must be separately anonymised) should be sent elec-
tronically as attachments (in MS Word or compatible formats) to Dr
David Mossley at futurediscourse@prs.heacademy.ac.uk to arrive no
later than December 15" 2006. Please include your name, institution
and any special presentation requirements in the main body of your e-
mail. See http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/events/prs/2007/06/29/future
discourse_2007.html for more details.
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Teaching Practical Theology in Higher Education:
Conference

I-2 March 2007, Oxford Brookes University

Call for Papers

Keynote speaker: Dr Ruard Ganzevoort, Professor of Practical
Theology at Kampen Theological University, the Netherlands

The number of students studying practical theology has grown phe-
nomenally over the last twenty years, with the expansion of higher edu-
cation and the wider distribution of theological education. The prolif-
eration of Masters level programmes in the UK, addressing applied,
contextual, practical and ministerial concerns, is a sign of its vitality
and relevance. It is, therefore, timely to consider the area of teaching
and learning within the field.
We welcome contributions from:

* university lecturers and researchers

* theological educators

+ theological practitioners involved in training

* Church training and development officers

We look forward to receiving a wide variety of papers from practi-
tioners in the field of theological education.

A call has been issued for two types of paper. The first is a stan-
dard academic paper that disseminates research or teaching practice.
The second is a workshop paper that requires some form of practical
activity exploring teaching and learning. Papers will be considered for
publication in a special edition of a peer-reviewed journal or as an
edited collection in a book. Paper proposals are requested in Word
format. Prior to the conference, copies of all academic papers will be
posted on the web page, together with workshop paper proposals.
Papers should be sent to: practicaltheology@prs.heacademy.ac.uk
by November 30™ 2006.

For further details and to register, please visit http://prs.hea-
cademy.ac.uk/events/prs/2007/03/01/practicaltheology.html.




Yorkshire and the North-East AHRC-Funded
Doctoral Research Training Programme

I8-19 January 2007, York

The programme is aimed at first and second year research students
(full-time and part-time) attending a university in Yorkshire or the
North-East, undertaking research in:

* Biblical Studies

* History & Philosophy of Science, Technology & Medicine

* Religious Studies

* Philosophy

* Theology
It is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, coordinated
by the Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious Studies and
facilitated by academics in university departments.

This is a free programme which seeks to provide subject-specific
support for sharpening skills in researching, writing, presenting and
publishing.

There will be a two-day residential on 18-19 January 2007 held
in York. A follow-up, one-day research conference will take place at the
University of Sheffield in June 2007 (date to be announced).

This is an excellent opportunity for research students to meet
others working in the field and to learn more about the following:

 Research methods and trends

* Delivering presentations

» Ways to improve academic writing

* How to get published

* Building a bibliography

* Careers and employability
Although the programme is free (including accommodation and
meals), partipants needs to register by December 8". We welcome
applications from all students; however AHRC-funded students will be
given first priority. To register or find out more:

* Visit our website: http://prs.heacademy.ac.uk/ahre

* Contact Dr Clare Saunders at clare@prs.heacademy.ac.uk, or

on 0113 343 1166.
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Enhancing Academic
Achievement among
Philosophy Students with

Diverse Learning Needs:
Funded Project Report

Yvonne Bremer et al

Special Educational Needs Consultant
Subject Centre for Philosophical and Religious Studies

Background and rationale

he project was put together to examine, and hopefully present
some solutions to, the challenges posed by the increasing
number of students with special educational needs (SEN),

Discourse: Learning and Teaching in Philosophical and Religious Studies,
Vol. 6, No. |, Autumn 2006, pp. 13 - 49
© Copyright Subject Centre for PRS, 2006



Yvonne Bremer et al—Enhancing Academic Achievement among Philosophy Students

dyslexia in particular, entering higher education.

The reasons for this increase stem mainly from a) the current
government’s agenda to widen participation among 18-30 year olds to
50% and b) the fact that schools have become better at supporting
students with special needs, thereby enabling them to achieve the
requirements for university admissions.

Although there has been a great deal of research in how best to
support students with diverse learning needs in higher education, it
appears that many staff in departments either are not aware of strate-
gies for enhancing academic performance for students with SEN, or are
of the opinion that it is not part of their ‘remit’, believing it to be the
domain of specialists. This second point—that SEN is a problem for
specialists—is reinforced by the way higher education institutions keep
SEN units and skills study centres separate from academic depart-
ments. That is to say, specialists employed to support students with
SEN rarely interface with academics. Instead they work directly with
students and rely on them to be able to articulate their needs.

Our project aimed to redress this lack of communication between
academics and SEN specialists so that support strategies could be
embedded in the curriculum. We also felt that employing alternative
methods of communicating material might mean that academics are
able to enhance the achievement of all students—not merely those who
have been identified as having special needs.

The need for a subject-specific approach

If academics are less than enthusiastic about sourcing and implement-
ing alternative teaching methods provided by educationalists generally,
and SEN specialists specifically, it may be in part because the work that
they do tends to be regarded as ‘generic’, while academics understand
their subject areas to be highly specialised. Approaches that are effec-
tive with engineering students, for example, may not be seen to be
helpful for philosophy undergraduates grappling with subject-specific
issues such as logic or the writing of highly structured, detailed argu-
ments.

Our project aimed to facilitate a two-way conversation between
SEN experts and academics—in this case academics working in philos-
ophy—so that alternative teaching methods could be applied appropri-
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ately and with a view to addressing the particular needs of the subject
community. This means that SEN specialists and philosophers were
called upon to cooperate to find means of enhancing academic achieve-
ment. The focus was on developing academic achievement for students
who have diverse learning needs, with an emphasis on dyslexia.

Projected outcomes

There were two main outcomes expected from this project. The first
was to have academics experiment with a variety of teaching methods,
some of which were new to them, and to report on the efficacy of the
methods based on student achievement over a period of time, to be
assessed in a qualitative way through focus groups. (It was also envis-
aged that this might be followed up in the future with another project
which would seek to identify quantitative data on the effects of such
methods on student achievement.) The second was to demonstrate a
working relationship between academics and a SEN specialist and to
show how philosophy departments and SEN advisors might establish a
useful dialogue in order to support students with diverse learning
needs. Keith Crome reports on this in the Discourse article, ‘Reflecting
on collaboration with SEN specialists’.

Methodology

Individual academics who were in contact with the Subject Centre, and
had expressed an interest, were invited to take part in a focus group as
part of a workshop day facilitated by the SEN specialist, Yvonne
Bremer. The findings of this day would inform how we progressed with
the project.

Conceptual framework

To give some background to the project and its methodology, from the
educationalist perspective, this section seeks to clarify the rationale that
was used to discuss teaching and learning in lectures, seminars and
through the use of course materials, which was elaborated on and built

15
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upon in the focus group and workshop sessions.

What makes effective teaching and learning in a lecture?

Structuring

* The topic emphasis for each section should be clearly stated.

* Information should be critically evaluated, and links to the next
piece of information should be made clear.

* The cumulative, sequential nature of information should be
made explicit.

* Students should be able to follow the lecturer’s cognitive map,
which should be clearly signposted with distinct headings.

* The process of delivery should also be signposted by using
summarising and questioning, and application of the new
knowledge to examples.

* The students should be engaged emotionally by collaborati-
vely setting expectations in terms of learning outcomes and the
projected aims for the session.

* The information covered should be effectively summarised.

Variation in style and pace

* Methods of delivery which are not exclusively auditory should
be used.

* Visual associations should be created, with images, colours,
different fonts, and staggered appearance of text in PowerPoint.

» Repetition of key concepts should be linked to easily remem-
bered phrases, rather like a narrative.

* A reference document should be used to support delivery so
that students can track the progress of the information and note
their own memory joggers and associations.

* Pace changes should be used that are responsive to lulls in
energy levels.

* The type of interaction should be varied and inclusive.
Suggestions for achieving this include: widen group participa-
tion, invite comments, or split into pairs or threes for short dis-

16



Discourse: Vol. 6, No. |, Autumn 2006

cussions, five or even three minutes each way.
Elements of surprise and humour

* The use of a video clip or a short extract from a radio recording
is novel and unexpected and acknowledges that people learn in
different ways. Photographs and personal details of a philoso-
pher enable students who have working memory difficulties to
establish associations for the information they are hearing.

* Humour, riddles and puzzles all temporarily engage us emo-
tionally with feelings of confusion, anticipation and enthusi-
asm, and facilitate academic resilience and achievement.

Interaction between lecturer and students

* The lecturer should model a structured process of thinking in
the delivery of the lecture.

* Cognitive processes such as the lecturer’s own use of question-
ing, comparisons, assumptions and implications of the knowl-
edge, which have been internalised, should be made explicit.

* The lecturer should remember what it was like to first start to
study philosophy, assess which modes of thinking are most pro-
ductive, and demonstrate how to practise them. They should be
put into the context of exercises for the student.

« Short invitations should be given to students to encourage them
to think through, although not necessarily feed back, in the light
of the information that has been given.

Seminar observation (component parts of student/tutor
involvement)

Observation of students in seminars is a useful tool to evaluate how
well the students are developing the selected learning aims for small
group sessions.

We look for an increase or improvement in:
* Understanding
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Students test understanding, through examples from reading, to
support their discussion and arguments and clarify concepts.

* Critical thinking
Students review evidence in the light of theories, and enhance
their capacity for logical reasoning and formal argument.

* Personal growth
Students clarify attitudes, articulate and reappraise values,
master academic discourse on the subject and evolve a sense of
responsibility and commitment.

* Communication skills
Students refine questioning, listening and explaining skills,
present and defend their position clearly and cogently, and give
and get feedback.

* Group and teamwork skills
Students set, allocate and monitor, initiate and lead tasks within
a group.

* Self direction in learning
Students clarify their own goals as learners, manage study time
and effort and set priorities, accepting responsibility for evalu-
ating their own work and their progress as learners and increas-
ing their motivation for independent learning.!

Process of encouragement

Students with diverse learning needs such as dyslexia may need
explicit encouragement to prepare and participate. Reduced or guided
reading tasks can make the information more readily accessible.
Hesitancy about participating can be addressed in a number of differ-
ent ways.
Ways of encouraging students to prepare:
* Provide a clear week by week course manual to outline the
required reading for lecture and seminar.
* Make photocopies or a course handbook of collected texts, or
make them available on the internet, so that they are readily
accessible for each module.

1 Based on Forster F, Housell D, & Thompson S., Tutoring and Demonstrating: A
Handbook. (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh/UCoSDA, 1995).

18
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* Especially in early sessions, set tasks that are limited in scope
and achievable.

* Setting up preparation as questions encourages reflection; for
example ‘read pages 10-15 and note three reasons why you
think...’, is better than unreflective reading with no particular
purpose made explicit.

* Setting sub groups of students different preparatory tasks on a
common text can help to ensure a wide range of contributions.

* Developing Directed Activities Related to Texts (DARTS) can
make reading an essential part of learning.2

Ways of encouraging students to contribute:
* Make sure that learning is seen as a co-operative process.
» Use methods which foster students’ contributions early on in
sessions.
* Make students aware of the skills they are expected to practice.
* Set students realistic and achievable tasks.
* Make students aware of the importance of participation.

Process of Participation

A diverse student body in terms of previous experience and knowledge
may make it necessary to explain participation to students. Those
students who are embarrassed by their specific learning disability need
to have reassurance through clear ground rules as well as a conceptual-
ising of behaviours that make up a repertoire of participation. This
could be broken down as follows:

* Listening attentively to others.

* Giving information to others.

* Asking others for information.

* Giving examples.

* Checking out what others have said.

* Giving reactions to the contributions of others.

+ Asking for reactions to one’s own contributions.

* Initiating discussion by asking questions, giving ideas, making

2 http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/read/darts.shtml has a good summary
of what DARTS are and how to use them.
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suggestions.
* Bringing together and summarising.
* Encouraging others to take part.

Process of establishing group safety ground rules

Students are more likely to meet ground rules that they have agreed.
When formulating rules for group interaction within the group, the
process immediately involves students and draws out the elements of
participation described above. It shows students that their ideas are
valid and valued.

Suggestions of ground rules are:3
* Don’t interrupt people whilst they are talking.
* Turn up on time.
* Do at least some preparation.
* Seek consensus rather than confrontation.
* Don’t dominate and overpower people.
* Actively encourage others to join in.
* There are no ‘stupid’ questions.
* Take a share of responsibility for making the group work.
» Make an effort to contribute your ideas and opinions.
* Criticise people’s ideas rather than them personally.

Course requirements

Achieving academic literacy for dyslexic students requires that we
think very thoroughly about reading and assessed writing tasks.

Reading

If this is inaccessible the students are at an immediate disadvantage and
may become very discouraged.
* Set tasks that are limited in scope with appropriate questions to
encourage reflection.

3 Examples taken from Exley, K & Dennick, R, Small Group Teaching. Tutorials,
Seminars and Beyond (London: Routledge, 2004).

20



Discourse: Vol. 6, No. |, Autumn 2006

* Develop Directed Activities Related to Texts (DARTS).

* Clarify and define specific vocabulary with examples from
within the students’ own frame of reference.

* Conceptualise and contextually enliven the writing of particu-
lar philosophers, giving personal as well as social and cultural
details.

* Direct students to easier, more general information available on
the web before expecting them to read the original texts, so,
once again, they are able to place the information in context.

Writing

Students with dyslexia often have very time consuming approaches to
organising writing and have difficulties with a range of skills.
Interpretation of the essay title may result in the wrong emphasis.
Structuring of information, linkages between ideas and paragraphing
can be very muddled. Structuring, using an argumentative style, is a
significant component of successful philosophical writing and its expo-
sition needs to be made explicit. Grammar and sentence structure could
be considered as not within a lecturer’s remit, but short exemplary
exercises on sentence fragments and the use of words that do not add
to the meaning, embedded in learning/study skills sessions within
departments, have been evaluated as useful to students.

+ Use exercises that will move students into recognition of differ-
ent thinking modes.

» Make explicit the concepts used in argumentative discourse as
an example for students to use in writing.

* Involve students in team-working scenarios producing sum-
maries, critical analyses or reviews and make explicit the com-
ponents that make such processes successful.

The focus group

This was held on 1st November 2005 at Manchester University.
Philosophy lecturers from MMU, UCLAN and Lancaster University

21



Yvonne Bremer et al—Enhancing Academic Achievement among Philosophy Students

attended, as did two SEN specialists and two Subject Co-ordinators
from the Subject Centre for PRS.

The intention of the focus group meeting was to bring education-
alists and philosophers together, with the aim of participants increasing
their understanding of the subject specific nature of learning and
teaching in philosophy. In addition, by taking part in activities such as
re-reading Descartes as a group with mixed philosophy experience,
ranging from none at all to extensive, we hoped that participants would
gain a more rounded appreciation of differences in learning states and
styles, and cognitive styles, and that through this we would be able to
suggest a range of different strategies to facilitate more effective
learning which we could investigate further in the course of the project.

It was agreed that there was a need to establish a shared language
of communication regarding teaching and learning, so the group began
by defining certain key principles. These then informed the learning
tasks that the participants performed during the course of the day, and
were developed as the activities progressed.

Key principles

1. Operational Definitions of Dyslexia*—Historically, defini-
tions have been descriptive, indicating a perceived deficit
in the individual which is then seen as the cause of inhibit-
ed learning. Educationalists now perceive that it is more
effective to give attention to the context of instruction
within HE and identify the circumstances that enable indi-
viduals with different learning requirements to achieve
their best potential. In this way we are using an operational
definition of dyslexia, moving away from the students’
causative factors to give attention to the instructional cir-
cumstances. This involves the integration of neurological
factors with cognitive, behavioural and affective aspects, to
tease out how these different processing difficulties will

4 Reid, G, Dyslexia: A Practitioner s Handbook 314 edition, (Chichester, UK: John
Wiley & Sons, 2003). For further reading purposes see particularly Part II1,
‘Teaching and Learning’, chapters 7-9.
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affect learning:

* neurological and biological roots of explanations have tended
to be what has been focused on in the past, for example visual
processing magnocellular abnormality, or levels of activity in
cerebral hemispheres.

* cognitive processes involved in some of the tasks we expect
students to complete should be examined, as even something as
basic as reading requires a complex array of skills. Dyslexics
have a range of difficulties with reading and information pro-
cessing, such as selection of relevant from irrelevant informa-
tion, memorising, following sequential details, excessive elab-
oration and losing track of the key points. We can create an
environment that facilitates easier identification of the key
points for students so that they are able to apply a structure to
their own independent reading.

* acceptance of behavioural and affective aspects of learning
means that there is an acknowledgment that the social and
cultural context within which learning takes place is crucial in
mediating how effectively students learn. Students and staff can
benefit from awareness raising about the diversity in ways of
knowing, and awareness of their own behaviour and emotion-
al responses in certain learning contexts.

. The importance of teaching and learning being perceived as
processes—in particular the dilemma of the need to present
content in a short space of time versus more interactive
approaches to curriculum delivery.

. The importance of metacognitive learning—thinking about
our preferred ways to learn, to encourage self-reflection as
a learner.

. Recognising core aspects of SpLD (Specific Learning
Difficulties) that are common difficulties but do not repre-
sent an identical entity.

. Recognising a range of levels of acquisition of literacy
skills by students—many students have weaknesses in this
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area but have not been identified as having a specific
learning difficulty.

6. The recognition that there is, in any group, diversity in
terms of learning style, cognitive style and abilities—such
as the ability to develop schemata to structure and process
information.

7. As academics and more experienced learners, in any field,
we have a wealth of previously acquired information and
skills. Recognising the way we use prior knowledge is an
important evaluative tool in structuring teaching and also
encouraging self-reflection on the part of the learner. The
concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’,> basically
knowledge that we have not yet acquired, but have the
ability to learn based on what we already know, can inform
thinking here.

8. The principle of ‘reciprocal teaching’¢ was experienced as
a possible strategy for those learners who need to bridge the
gap between their current knowledge and new knowledge.

At the end of the day a consensus had been reached regarding the value
of the focus day and the benefits that could be achieved from the
project, and the way forward in terms of future research meetings was
agreed on.

1. Watch and learn visits—It was agreed that Yvonne, lead
educationalist on the project, would spend one day in the
first semester with each of the prime participants (UCLAN,
Lancaster and MMU), for the purpose of observing a
current module in terms of lectures, seminars, suggested
readings and proposed assignment titles. After this observa-

5 Vygotsky, L.S. Mind and Society: The Development of Higher Mental Processes,
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1978).

6 Burden, Robert L., ‘Trends and Developments in Educational Psychology: An
International Perspective’, in School Psychology International, Vol. 15, No. 4, pp.
293-347 (SAGE Publications 1994).
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tion, discussion with staff would follow to ascertain
possible small changes in teaching and learning interven-
tion that would be practical to implement. A second
semester module would then be selected and adapted to
include the identified strategies to enhance a variety of
learning styles. Simultaneously a cohort of students
studying the new module would be invited to take part in a
1.5 hour awareness training programme on self manage-
ment/reflection as part of Personal Development Planning.
This would be delivered during the second stage.

. Monitoring the implementation of suggestions and a
session for students on self coaching and self reflection
skills—It was agreed that the second stage of the project
would be for Yvonne to spend a second day with each of
the prime participants after the adapted module had been
running for three or four weeks. There would be a joint
monitoring of the strategies suggested and a training
session with students. Evaluation of the project could be
tracked through the PDP process. The students would be
asked to reflect on their experiences as they learnt within
the second semester module. The outcome would be evalu-
ated qualitatively and, perhaps, against criteria such as a
broader use of active learning strategies.

. Monitoring and reporting on success of interventions
for staff and students—It was agreed that the final stage
of the project would be for Yvonne to spend a third day
with the prime participants at the end of the second
semester. This would be in workshop format, bringing
findings from the different participants together.
Participants would then devise a report format that
describes procedures, outlines expected outcomes and
summarises actual results from this brief initiative. It was
also envisaged that data from PDP would contribute to an
overall assessment of the interventions, in terms to be
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negotiated by the participants. Although the focus was to be
on the needs of learners with diverse needs, it was hoped
that the interventions would be of benefit to all.

A brief report would then be written jointly by participants and
Yvonne for general circulation.

UCLAN - Central Lancashire Centre for
Professional Ethics

Observation of lecture and seminar within the module, ‘Thinking
about Bioethics’, a module offered to foundation or access level
students.

This initial visit was made with the objective of providing the
SEN specialist with a snapshot view of the teaching and learning
process within the module. Notes were made on various aspects of the
course and teaching, commenting on good practice where observed,
and giving suggestions of where and how improvements could be
made.

The module guide

* The course outline given in the guide immediately gave details
of the tutor’s availability during the semester and the tone
sought to reassure students that if they were experiencing diffi-
culties it would be possible to arrange a mutually convenient
time to meet.

* The aims and learning outcomes were concisely presented. The
suggested reading materials required for the lectures and
seminars were presented within four key texts, available from
the library. Two were in the form of anthologies or a compan-
ion text giving a collection of writings on a series of topics. In
addition, the students were encouraged to browse the newspa-
pers and the web for material that might be relevant.

* The way the course was structured was helpful in terms of
developing central bioethical concepts and distinctions. The

26



Discourse: Vol. 6, No. |, Autumn 2006

material was rooted in contemporary issues, but it was made
explicit that the students’ response would be increasingly
logical and analytical rather than emotive or based on hype,
(the acknowledged style of some sections of the media).

» The expectation was set within the guide that participants need
to take part in discussions because that process allows clarifica-
tion of our reasons and ideas. It was made explicit that chal-
lenges are not meant personally and it was expected that some
people will be more confident than others about speaking in the
group. Simple guidelines to safeguard the discussion were
given as examples of good practice, for example not speaking
while someone else is expressing their ideas.

* They were encouraged to use Web CT to give them access to
module handouts, and also a discussion forum where they could
discuss the material with other students.

* The main potential issue arising from the module guide, for
students who have a specific learning difficulty, was that they
may avoid or fail to engage with reading as a means of prepar-
ing week by week unless they are confident in searching the
web and the library for relevant texts. The students were not
given set readings that were to accompany the question posed
for each week’s lecture, but rather expected to think through
their own reasons and responses to the question. Most students
with dyslexia take longer to read and process information so it
was suggested that the booklet could be improved by providing
more guided reading, questioning of texts and outlining access
arrangements to sources—all principles of good practice in
meeting a diversity of learning needs.

Lecture observation—could human genetic engineering ever be
morally acceptable?

» The session was the first one of the module and no handouts,
apart from the module guide, accompanied the lecture.

* Some time was spent working through the questions: ‘What is
Philosophy?’ and ‘What will the course cover?’

* Ariddle was set that demonstrated the importance of asking the
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right questions and guidelines for good communication were
made explicit.

* Bioethics was explained, and the structure of the module, and
the first question of the module was raised for discussion—an
issue from medical ethics.

* A fictional account of an argument for and against genetic engi-
neering was presented by watching a short extract from the tel-
evision programme Star Trek: Voyager.

 The lecturer gave a short verbal account of the storyline and
some of the details about the characters and their opinions.

* During the television clip different characters opposed a mother
considering intervention for her child and challenged her
reasons. The mother appeared to be giving health reasons for
the intervention but it was clear to all the students that she was
primarily concerned with her daughter being teased and stigma-
tised, as, if she was not altered, she would have the appearance
of a Klingon.

* A core observation clarified by the lecturer was that the mother
had residual feelings, that were very painful and powerful,
about being teased as a young girl because she herself was
easily identified as a Klingon.

Seminar

* After the clip in the seminar the students were divided into four
groups in which the observers participated. Two groups worked
on reasons for and against genetic alteration that were pertinent
to the programme, and two considered broader disability issues
as a reason for or against genetic engineering.

* The use of interactive groups of four or five was obviously well
received by the majority of students who were well engaged
with the task.

 Each group discussed the material in detail and a representative
gave selected points as feedback that was written up by the
lecturer.

* The use of a white board with only the lecturer scribing altered
the pace of the session. Energy during this time seemed to drop
and some students were less engaged.

28



Discourse: Vol. 6, No. |, Autumn 2006

* The summarising and identification of common concepts
within the opposing viewpoints was excellent and once the
writing had finished the majority of the students were fully
engaged with the whole group discussion.

» The students offered feedback on issues of control and racism,
diversity and equality as part of their reasoning for both sides
of the argument. The assumptions within these imagined rela-
tionships were further drawn out by the lecturer asking ques-
tions that clarified terms such as ‘quality of life’ and ‘unnatu-
ral’.

» The process of sharing their thoughts seemed to be relatively
easy and enjoyable for the students and the session finished
amid a buzz of interest and anticipation of the following week.

Possible strategies that may be of use

* The students are currently on an Access course and may be very
inexperienced in thinking critically and identifying their rea-
soning strategies. It may be a useful strategy to map out or
name some of the concepts and distinctions that were used, as
a follow-up activity after a session like the discussion in the
first seminar. Flawed reasons can be identified by challenging
generalisations or stereotypes, and, for students with specific
learning difficulties, identifying the structural components of
less sound reasoning is really helpful. Many students are not
able to identify these, and therefore continue to take global
solutions rather than serial ones, which are perhaps less effec-
tive in philosophy than in other disciplines. This suggestion
does not mean that the reasoning given should be prescriptive,
but rather that the thinking process itself should be unpicked in
terms of structure and key concepts, implications and assump-
tions. Given that the students responded so well to a multi-
media presentation using several sensory channels, perhaps
PowerPoint would be an effective medium for talking through
the unpicking of an argument.

» Some dyslexic students have difficulties with working memory
(also referred to as short term memory), and, for these students,
following the discussion and taking notes are difficult tasks to
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complete simultaneously. The seminar leader summarised and
progressed ideas and did provide a written summary on the
white board when receiving feedback from each group, but
none of the students took notes of the discussion. In terms of
recall and later processing of the information a brief written
record is often helpful to some students. A lack of triggers,
whether written or verbal, or visual imaging, may mean that
content and the concepts of the discussion are not remembered,
and that the potential of the seminar as a learning opportunity
is not fulfilled. Maybe each small group could make their notes
available to provide hangers for recall between sessions that
could facilitate skills building.

Follow up visit

The suggestions from the first visit were put into practice in the fourth
week of the module when the question being discussed was, Should we
allow a trade in human organs?

* Using slides in PowerPoint the lecture question was unpicked
to demonstrate the distinctive ways it could be interpreted.

* Students were given a copy of the presentation to add in their
own notes and follow the structure of the lecture.

* Explicit examples were made of how to think philosophically,
such as exploring options and the rationale that guides behav-
iour. For example: ‘Either sales of duplicate organs while seller
is alive, or the seller gets money now for organs to be used after
his/her death, or if seller’s organs are to be used after her/his
death the money goes to his/her estate’.

+ Students were invited to detect the reasons against organ sales
from a radio interview with John Evans of the British Organ
Donor Society.

* Students discussed in groups the quality of the reasons that
John Evans gave.

* The lecture highlighted the value of identifying flawed reasons
and misplaced assumptions—the philosophical skill of evaluat-
ing arguments.

* Cognitive processes were made explicit through use of factual
data.
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* Distinctions were made about thinking through problems when
knowledge is not factual but more attitudinal, or experiential—
the philosophical implications of this were discussed.

» Conceptualising and structuring an argument against a position
were discussed; using concepts such as risk, equality, a
negative impact on altruism, exploitation, and commoditisation
to provide foundations on which to structure arguments.

Staff and student feedback session

A lively discussion about the benefits of the project took place. Overall,
both staff and students felt that the strategies suggested had improved
the learning experience. Some comments made by students and staff
were:

* The handout that covered the PowerPoint helped me to think
about it afterwards. There wasn’t masses of detail but it was
there to work with in terms of triggers for your memory.

* [ learn more if they are asking questions and there is time to
think about things.

* [ think it works really well because the informality of it makes
it a lot easier to interact with everyone. You didn’t feel as if
you’d be shot down if you made your opinions known.

* [ liked having the sheets that go with the PowerPoint with a big
gap underneath. When you’ve been talking about what goes up
on there you can write your own notes—that’s really helpful.

* PowerPoint made it more structured. I could go back and read
it three or four times and clearly understand what we were
debating about.

* (About course materials) Not as formal as a lot of course
booklets...You didn’t feel as threatened.

* Given the sort of course it is, an introductory one, not to make
a sharp distinction between lectures and seminars meant people
could chip in to discussion at any point.
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MMU — Department of Politics and Philosophy

Observation of lecture and seminar in the module ‘Existentialism,
Literature and Style’, offered to first year students taking BA
(Hons) Philosophy or BA Combined Studies in Humanities and
Social Sciences.

Again, this initial visit was made with the objective of providing
the SEN specialist with a snapshot view of the teaching and learning
process within the module. Notes were made on various aspects of the
course and teaching, commenting on good practice where observed,
and giving suggestions of where and how improvements could be
made.

The module handbook

The module literature could be adapted by making small adjustments
to make it more accessible and helpful:

* Present the information in an A5 booklet rather than on A4
sheets. The students require a week-by-week log of require-
ments so this format suits the purpose and is easier to use in this
way. Information should be very concise, comprising the
general information at the beginning and then weekly require-
ments set out clearly.

* In the general section make expectations clear. For example,
students are not expected to read everything, but there are
certain module textbooks, so set the minimum very explicitly,
for example one textbook from those listed, and give an indi-
cation of whether they are held in the library.

* Availability of staff could usefully be written in the general
section of the module handbook. Although it is clear in the
present documentation that students may email tutors, it is more
difficult for those who are less confident about their written
skills to use this medium. Staff workload may make it difficult
for staff to be available at regular times on a weekly basis but
this information may encourage students to seek help if they are
struggling or just want some clarification.

» Similarly the support officer’s availability could be usefully
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included in the general introductory pages.

A calendar of course requirements and dates for submission
could all be usefully accessible in the general section.

A week by week course outline is fine, but the seminar reading
could be put in a box with the accompanying study questions.

Try to have a short attention grabbing title/question to the
lecture that will also provide a structure to the reading.

Give web references where appropriate for supplementary
reading as they are often presented interactively and enable
students to select certain aspects for study that interest them.
The language used on the web is easier and more familiar to the
student than original texts. Reference to these sources isn’t
enough information in itself, but it can enable the student to
form a scaffold/structure before attempting the more difficult
texts.

Once they have structured some of the information in their pre-
lecture reading this will form a scaffold for the more complex
detail that is presented in the lecture.

Compile a course reader, copyright permitting, that students
can buy as well as being held in the library for reference only.
Access to these resources would enable students to pace their
reading and anticipate as well as catch up if they fall behind
week by week.

It 1s helpful that this level one course is entirely assessed by
essays. This enables those students who are struggling with the
work at the drafting stage to discuss problems with their
seminar leaders.

Verbal discussion with the faculty student support officer,
Vivien Lee, about structuring an essay is an additional source
of support to supplement the discussions the students may have
with their tutor. Both are able to encourage the student to
consider implications, the logical progression of reason and the
making of comparisons. These