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Abstract
Student-led tutorials were introduced at the Liverpool Hope Business School after some issues arising in the existing ‘teacher-led’ model. It was felt that these tutorials were becoming just another form of mini-lectures with the lecturers going through tutorial readings in class with minimal student participation and engagement. The new model was designed to engage students. They were awarded marks for attendance and engagement, including submitting a one-page summary of the reading. Twice a year individual students were responsible for presenting the material with the aid of PowerPoint slides and subsequently leading the discussion around the topic.
An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was used to capture student feedback and assess the model’s effectiveness and value for students. The first phase comprised a questionnaire-based survey held over a period of two years. Data obtained was analysed and used to draw up questions for discussion in the second phase, which gathered qualitative data during focus group discussions. Inferences were finally drawn by mixing data from both phases.
Study findings revealed that first year students were largely appreciative of the model and stated that the presentations had enabled them to be more confident in standing up and speaking in front of the class. There were mixed responses; however from second year students as they had followed the previous system in which they had got an ‘easy ride’ by just sitting idly in tutorials as they were not being assessed. They did, however, admit in the focus group discussions that their presentation skills and confidence had improved in the new model, where they had to present to the class as well as actively participate in the ensuing discussion.

Case Study

Project Overview and Context: Student-led Tutorial groups

The Business School at Liverpool Hope University places great emphasis on preparing its students for the real world. The tutorial system was introduced, among other steps taken towards tailoring and developing pedagogical tools and approaches to meet this objective.
The model comprises small groups of students of around ten per group. They are held in sessions where students are expected to lead the discussion, as opposed to the lecturer delivering material.  These tutorials are established to encourage active student engagement in the education process as well as to improve students’ communication and presentation skills and overall confidence.  As such, each student delivers a presentation and subsequently leads the discussion for two tutorial sessions. The first of the two presentations is delivered in pairs, while the second one is done individually.

Reading material for the sessions is made available at least four weeks in advance to give students enough time for preparation. Presenters are expected to start with a brief (5 to 10 minute) presentation of the reading material for that session.  It should clearly explain the reading material and cover aspects such as:

· What was the purpose of the reading?  What points were made?
· Why is this information important?
· What arguments or evidence did the author(s) use to make their points?  Were the arguments and evidence convincing?  Why or why not?

The students are also expected to connect the material to a wider context:

· How does the material relate to previous course readings or lecture/seminar content?
· How does the material relate to current news events or happenings in the real world?

Finally, a good presentation is expected analyse the material and make critical evaluations:

· Were there points you disagreed with?  Why?
· How would other authors or theorists react to the arguments made in the reading?

Students are instructed to make use of PowerPoint while presenting so that they can demonstrate their comfort with using technology to assist in their presentation.  After the session, they email a copy of their PowerPoint materials to the relevant tutorial tutor.  For the paired presentations, each of the two students is expected to contribute equally.  Students should prepare together and speak for approximately the same amount of time.  The total presentation time is 5 to 10 minutes.  Both students should help lead discussion.  The paired presentations act as a stepping stone towards individual presentations. The model has been designed to ‘wean’ students out of being reliant on each other and moving towards greater independence as their confidence builds up. Each year, every student presents in the form of a pair and subsequently on his/her own.

The presentation is the starting point for the student discussion during the rest of the tutorial time.  As part of their presentation mark, students are also expected to lead the discussion of the reading and be prepared to ask their fellow students discussion questions to trigger a discussion around the reading.  Each presenting student is expected to come prepared with several (15 or more) discussion questions so that the class has plenty to discuss.  In order to sustain quality, students are reminded that they are also marked on how well they lead the discussion and engage fellow tutorial group members.

Finally, students are encouraged to be creative and innovative with their presentations. PowerPoint slides do not need to fit a generic format (they do not need to imitate the structure of previous presentations).  Students are also encouraged to hold and sustain the discussion with creative questions as well as any other activities that can be developed to encourage active participation from peers. 

Tutorial Attendance and Active Participation

Participation in the course is not about simply showing up. Students are expected to be active contributors to the class discussion.  These tutorials require them to engage with the material, with tutors, and especially with each other in an active way.  It also helps those students who are presenting if they attend sessions regularly and actively engage with the material.  

Students are given certain guidelines to help them make the most of this model, some of which are:

· To come to the tutorials prepared by reading through the material thoroughly
· Take notes as they go through the reading
· Come prepared to discuss their thoughts on the reading
· Have questions prepared about anything that was confusing or how material relates to other course content
· Make attempts to read widely, if time permits, so that they can place the reading material in the wider context and deepen their understanding of the subject matter

Tutorial Marking and Scoring

The tutorials are assessed and each student’s mark comprises three elements: attendance, summary and participation. These are elaborated further below:

Attendance and general engagement in class (not distracting: side conversations, using mobile phones, etc.)  – One mark 

Summary of reading presented before the tutorial begins. This needs to be referenced and of a passable standard (i.e. 40% +) – One mark

Participation in the discussion – a maximum of three marks

· No engagement  in discussion – zero marks
· Basic understanding demonstrated: little evidence to show reading was undertaken. Generally, un-informed discussions/questions – one mark 
· Good understanding demonstrated: Evidence of reading. Generally, well informed discussion/questions. Arguments generally supported – two marks
· Excellent understanding demonstrated: Clear evidence of reading. Highly informed, going beyond the reading brief, making wider connections to theory or practice. Arguments supported – three marks

If not presenting, students are marked on the basis of the written summary, participation and attendance. 

Research Practicalities: carrying out a student survey

In order to obtain feedback from students about a number of aspects about the tutorials, we carried out a survey across the first and second year undergraduate students over a period of two years (2014/15 and 2015/16 academic sessions). In the first round (during the 2014/15 session), the first year students had been introduced to the new system, which means that they had no experience or knowledge of the older system (where students did not present and lead discussions). During the same academic year, the second year students, however, were those who had previously been through the relatively ‘easy’ tutorial model where the tutor was expected to present as well as lead the discussion. Hence, their responses were actually a comparison of the two models. In the second round, second year students filled out the same questionnaire that they had completed during the first year (during the 2014/15 session), whereas the first year students had the opportunity to participate in the survey only once (in the 2015/16 session). 

The questionnaire was designed to capture a number of dimensions across the new student-led tutorial model. These related to overall student satisfaction, pedagogical value, intellectual stimulation, organisation, effectiveness of learning, enjoyment, marking, feedback, comments from the tutor, help towards understanding topic, contribution towards critical thinking ability, improvement of time management, development of confidence in standing up and speaking in front of an audience, improvement of presentation skills and learning new PowerPoint tools and techniques, etc.

The survey instrument was administered towards the end of the academic session in the form of printed questionnaires. These were distributed and collected during tutorial sessions by the relevant tutors. Complete confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed as no student details were captured. Moreover, the tutor left the room to return towards the end to offer privacy. 

The quantitative data collected was input to a dataset and was subsequently analysed across a number of dimensions. The analysis that ensued lead to the formulation of a number of follow-on questions that we used later during our focus group discussion sessions with the students.

Research Design

Given that we wanted to obtain a holistic view of how and what the students felt about the new model, we felt it necessary to design it based on the mixed methods approach. This approach to inquiry investigates from more than one standpoint by combining both qualitative and quantitative forms of data. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) assert that this method resides in the ‘middle of the continuum’ because it incorporates elements of both qualitative and quantitative approaches. They argue that mixed methods research is based on the premise that it provides a better understanding of research problems than applying either approaches alone, thus offsetting the weaknesses of each research technique used separately. 

For our study, we used the structured questionnaires as instruments to capture the quantitative element, whereas the focus groups led to the generation of qualitative data. 

Out of the three basic resigns proposed by Creswell (2015) (parallel convergent, explanatory sequential and exploratory sequential designs), we based our research design on the ‘Explanatory Sequential Design’. According to Creswell (2015 p. 38) ‘the intent of this design is to study a problem by beginning with a quantitative strand to both collect and analyse data, and then to conduct qualitative research to explain the quantitative results’. The first phase of the study led to quantitative data, which when interpreted by averages and percentages, led us to a number of general outcomes of the study problem. These results and interpretations, however, did not tell us how these occurred and what the circumstances that led to them were. The second qualitative strand was conducted in the form of focus groups that helped us to explain these quantitative findings. 

The Structured Survey and Focus Groups in Action

The study was carried out over two distinct phases, the steps of which have been elaborated below and illustrated in Exhibit 1: 

The first phase: 

a) Collection of quantitative data by administering a survey and its subsequent analyses

The structured questionnaires were drawn up and distributed in class by the relevant tutors. They were collected on the same day and handed over for entry. Data was analysed once all the tutors had returned their respective completed forms. 

b) Determining what to explore further by focus groups 

The results were examined in depth in order to determine which findings would need further investigation and exploration in the second qualitative phase of the study. The results were also examined to draw up a list of those questions that we would be asking focus group participants during this second qualitative phase.

The second phase: 

a) Collection and analyses of qualitative data captured through focus groups

The second phase involved us conducting four focus groups. The questions that we asked the students led to ‘triggering’ a discussion among them along the lines of these questions (or more appropriately, prompts) which were primarily drafted after carrying out quantitative data analyses in the first phase of the research.

b) Inferences drawn after using data from focus groups to explain survey results

The focus groups generated a lot of rich qualitative data. This data was used to draw significant inferences by explaining the quantitative data that was collected and analysed via a structured questionnaire administered during the first phase.

Student Evaluation Survey Data and Analysis: Practical Lessons Learned

Structured questionnaire – data and analysis

We asked several questions when we surveyed students about the student-led tutorials.  However, the most notable finding after the first academic year of having students lead the tutorials was that the first-year students were much more satisfied with the tutorials than second-year students.  This finding was consistent whether the question was about the tutorials being generally effective, intellectually stimulating, or even if they helped develop students’ presentation skills.  Across 20 questions investigating the quality of the new tutorial format, second year students had more negative opinions than the first year students on all 20 questions.  We suspected that this was due to second-year students experiencing a different tutorial format in their first year (tutorials that required less effort for higher marks) and thus were less open to the new format; even though the majority of the second-year students surveyed acknowledged the benefit of the tutorials to their academic growth, engagement, presentation skills, critical thinking, and confidence. 

The difference in reaction between the first-year and second-year students was quite stark and can easily be seen in the quantitative data as well.  Figure 2 presents a data summary of students’ general reaction to the tutorials.  We did find more detailed examination of the data by question helpful for our own purposes (please see Table 1 for a full breakdown).  For example, students were more impressed with the tutorials as a means to develop presentation skills and to engage more during class than as a way to develop their time management skills.  Students also had more confidence in the presentation and participation marking in the second year the tutorials ran as opposed to the initial year, which we believe is down to the natural development of both tutors and students becoming more comfortable with the system over time.  But the most interesting finding was the stark difference between second-year students in the initial year and the other cohorts.  

We could only speculate that the cause of the students’ differing reaction was due to the second-year students having experienced a different tutorial format and thus having different expectations.  The difference may have simply been a difference in general attitude among the cohorts or a difference in how tutors implemented the tutorials.  But we found evidence supporting our initial presumption when we replicated the data gathering with students the following year.  In our second year of implementation the second-year students evaluated the tutorials much more positively. This could still be a cohort effect, this time the second-year students were more positive than the first-year students, but the 2015/16 first-year students were also generally positive, suggesting that the negativity of the second-year student cohort from the initial trial year of the tutorials was a result of their previous tutorial experience.  

But our speculation was further supported by our qualitative data.  

Focus Group Data and Analysis

We conducted four separate focus groups; one for both first and second year students over two years.  They lasted roughly an hour each with questions prepared in advance, but students were encouraged to build off of each other’s ideas.  In general, students from all of the focus groups had somewhat similar comments.  There were common complaints some students had that were unlikely to be changed, such as sessions in the early morning or late afternoon or common complaints about group work—their first presentations being done in pairs to ease them into the process.  One important criticism was the identification of tutor subjectivity and how some tutors may mark differently than others.  Students were rightfully concerned that some tutors may be stricter or more forgiving in their marking.  As one student noted,

“Tutors having different expectations, no matter how much you try to standardise it.  Some tutors are better at being subjective while others are being objective or the other way around. Some things you just can’t fix.” (2015/16 second-year student)  

The students acknowledged that some difference in tutor marking is inevitable, but as educators we understand that marking needs to be as fair as possible.  As such, we will continue to work on tightening up our marking process so that it is as consistent as possible.  One suggestion for this was identified by another student,

“I can understand, moderation is hard.  But even two tutors in a room isn’t going to do it.  I think every presentation needs to be videoed so that all the tutors can do it.” (2015/16 second-year student) 

This is a good suggestion, which he possibly heard from a tutor as the School was already discussing the option of video recording all presentations.  But regardless of the source, students are clearly keen to have the process be as consistent as possible.  

There were many diverse suggestions throughout the focus groups; too many for a full description in this space.  Students who were quite engaged in the process suggested that students who did not engage should face stronger consequences.  Those students who were less engaged talked about the difficulty of engagement for students who are shy or introverted.  They mentioned that many students have never had to do presentations previously and were anxious about the process.  Consistency in the reading material was a point of contention as the reading for some weeks was longer than others.  Students also noted that the reading difficulty could also change from week to week, regardless of the length.  Again, students searched for consistency, but many students also acknowledged how reading material could not be perfectly identical.  Second-year students also acknowledged that the reading was denser in their second-year compared with their first and they understood that it was appropriate to raise standards further into the programme.

Students also had many positive comments about the process.  Students almost completely agreed that the presentations helped with their public speaking skills, subject knowledge, and participation during class.  As one student noted,

“It’s a real life skill isn’t it?  We’re going to have to go out and do this all ourselves.  It’s something we’re going to use, so, it’s good we get used to it now.” (2015/16 second-year student) 

There was some discussion around confidence as a few students felt they understood what makes a good presentation, but that understanding the difficulty of a presentation could lead to more anxiety.  But the format itself was something students acknowledged was a positive.  Having the tutorials in small groups (8-12) with the same classmates over the year meant less anxiety for most.

“We get used to it.  I’ll say anything in front of these now (meaning his tutorial group).” (2014/15 first-year student)

“It’s more, like, fun.” (2015/16 first-year student)

Overall, the comments in the focus groups were more positive than negative.  Even when describing a negative or something to be improved, students would often acknowledge the positives as well.  We expected positive comments from most groups.  But we did not expect this for our 2014/15 second-year students, as they had lower survey scores and generally complained about the process more during the year.  However, our focus groups produced surprising results.  These students were broadly consistent with the other groups in their evaluations of the process.  They had negative comments and critiques, but similar to other students they acknowledged the positive attributes of the process.  The quotations that follow demonstrate some of the discussion points during the 2014/15 second-year student focus groups.  These students were similar to the other groups in that they thought the overall process was solid,

“It helped to remember the reading and the lecture, you hear a lot of ideas… And it was good knowing each week what you’re doing.” (2014/15 second-year student)

They also found the discussion helpful,

“You get used to challenging other students’ ideas.  That’s not something we would do before.  I would just always agree.” (2014/15 second-year student)

“Some people don’t really speak, but you get more and more comfortable.” (2014/15 second-year student)

And as one student noted (to which the other students in the group agreed), 

“Yeah, I’m glad we did them, now that they’re over.” (2014/15 second-year student)

Overall, we did not find major differences in the tutorial evaluations of the 2014/15 second-year students.  While this somewhat contradicts the survey results, we believe it is a very important finding.  It is possible that our focus group sample produced a biased result.  But having sat through the discussions, we believe that these students were more unhappy with the new tutorial format because their experiences in their first year gave them different expectations.  This unhappiness came through in the survey results.  But the students were still able to objectively evaluate the positive elements and benefits of the new process and a more thoughtful discussion, which occurred in the focus groups, brought these thoughts to the surface.  This finding highlights the importance of using multiple sources of data gathering.  The survey results alone demonstrated a dissatisfied student cohort, especially when compared with the other cohorts.  Taking action on this finding alone, possibly changing the tutorials to appease students who appeared dissatisfied on a questionnaire, would have been problematic.  A more thorough and penetrating investigation revealed a deeper understanding in the students.  Depth of thought produced a more complete picture than the snapshot of a quantitative question alone.  This also highlights the importance of having an open and clear dialogue with students.  






Figure 1. Student evaluations of the student tutorials by academic year and student cohort.




Table 1: Averages across all questions and groups regarding the quality of the student-led tutorials.
[image: ]
n=151
* Survey responses were measured on a Likert type scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).


Exhibit 1 below shows the procedures and products of each phase of the explanatory sequential deign that was used to collect and analyse quantitative and qualitative data for this study.
	Phase
	Procedure
	Product

	QUANTITATIVE data collection
QUANTITATIVE data analysis
QUALITATIVE data collection
QUALITATIVE data analysis
Focus Group Questions Development
Integration of both Quantitative and Qualitative results























	· Structured questionnaire distributed physically to students (N = 151)

· Data entry and screening
· Handling missing data
· Frequencies
· Averages
· Percentages

· Development of focus group discussion questions
· Invitation to students to participate in focus group discussions

· Focus groups held
· Discussion initiated with questions developed in previous stage
· Further probing questions asked for explanatory purposes
· Notes taken throughout the process

· Classifying qualitative data according to themes
· Thematic analysis and integration
· Cross-thematic analysis

· Interpretation, comprehension and explanation of both Quantitative and Qualitative data
	· Numeric data


· Descriptive statistics
· Trends obtained by means of averages and percentages



· Focus groups conducted (N = 4)



· Textual data obtained in the form of recorded notes during focus group discussions



· Broader thematic knowledge emerges
· Overall picture formed of subjects’ thoughts and feelings

· Discussion of results
· Implications of new model on students’ learning




Exhibit 1: Diagram showing the various procedures and products for each step of the explanatory sequential design (adapted from Ivankova & Stick 2007)
Conclusions

The tutorial system that we had in place at the Business School was not working. The model was a bit too similar to the seminars that was already in place (except that seminars ran for two hours and involved more in-depth activity or case studies). Attendance was poor and students’ interest and engagement was declining. It was observed that they would only attend assessed sessions and had no interest in showing up for those sessions that were not assessed. The tutorial portfolio activities were too easy, the readings would not challenge them, most students never bothered to read and prepare before coming to class, if they decided to turn up in the first place. They would somehow assume that the tutor would go through the material and explain it to them. If asked a question, they would simply draw a blank. Tutorials were gradually taking the shape of mini-lectures. The current model was clearly failing.

The model was completely revamped. The underlying change nested on two axes: one was to hand the ownership over to students and second, allocate assessed marks to each aspect, from attendance to participation to presentations. The changes were substantial, significant and across the board. Attendance improved and students started to take interest in the readings. There were marks to be earned for which they had to participate and engage with enthusiasm. 

We decided to ask students for feedback. After all, they were the ‘end consumers’ and principal stakeholders in the new model. It was important to understand and appreciate what they have to say and how they felt. In order to carry out the study, the explanatory mixed methods design was used. Creswell (2015) argues that the strength of this design is that two phases of this model build upon each other so that there are distinct as well as easily recognisable. The two phases, as explained above, comprised a quantitative survey administered through a structured fixed choice liker-based questionnaire, followed by qualitative data collected by means of focus groups. 

The research did not reveal any significant disparities across the two cohorts. However, a pronounced finding was the discontent that the second year students exhibited. This was rooted in their previous experience of having an ‘easy ride’ during the first year in the old system, as opposed to the new format. During focus groups discuss, however, some students did objectively state that while they had to work harder in the new format, rather than just ‘sitting around’, they did actually find the new format to be of more value. They felt that it increased their confidence in facing the audience, in preparing and delivering PowerPoint presentations and in gaining a deeper understanding by having to deliver and take control of the subject matter. This aspect was something that the questionnaire alone did not reveal, but only came to surface during the qualitative data collection phase, i.e. the focus group discussions. As argued by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), this method seems to have strengths which are greater than the individual methods (qualitative and quantitative) being applied on their own. Mixed methods thus provides a more comprehensive and rigorous approach towards studying a research problem. As we have seen in this study, using this method helped us build a more robust and accurate picture that enabled us to understand the situation in a more holistic manner.

References
Creswell, J. W (2015). A Concise Introduction to Mixed Methods Research. California, Sage Publications, Inc., USA
Creswell, J. W. and V. L. Plano Clark (2011). Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research. California, Sage Publications, Inc., USA
Ivankova, N., & Stick, S. (2007). Students’ persistence in a distributed doctoral program in educational leadership in higher education: A mixed methods study. Research in Higher Education, 48(1), 93-135. doi: 10.1007/s11162-006-9025-4


Answer to "I am satisfied with the student led tutorials".	
14/15 First-year Students	14/15 Second-year Students	15/16 First-year Students	15/16 Second-year Students	4.3099999999999996	3.81	4.04	4.38	Average of all survey questions about tutorial quality.	
14/15 First-year Students	14/15 Second-year Students	15/16 First-year Students	15/16 Second-year Students	4.2	3.5999999999999996	3.98	4.04	
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years
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years
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years

15/16 

Second-

years

I am satisfied with the student led 

tutorials.

4.09 4.03 4.14 4.14 4.02 4.31 4.04 3.81 4.38

I believe the student led tutorials are an 

effective educational format.

4.06 4.01 4.11 4.17 3.93 4.44 4 3.7 4.33

The student led tutorials are intellectually 

stimulating.

3.97 3.87 4.07 4.1 3.81 4.34 3.94 3.51 4.33

The student led tutorials are challenging.

3.82 3.76 3.88 3.89 3.73 4.13 3.75 3.49 4.17

The student led tutorials are well 

organised.

3.75 3.53 3.96 3.99 3.44 4.16 3.88 3.07 4.13

The tutorials are a more effective learning 

format than lectures.

3.66 3.43 3.88 3.96 3.27 4.09 3.88 2.93 3.88

The tutorials are a more effective learning 

format than seminars.

3.7 3.44 3.96 3.96 3.37 4.09 3.88 2.95 4.13

I enjoy the student led tutorials.

3.87 3.75 3.99 4.06 3.63 4.28 3.92 3.35 4.13

I understand how I am being marked in 

the presentations.

4.13 4.09 4.16 4.3 3.91 4.34 4.27 3.91 3.92

I understand how I am being marked 

during discussions.

4.05 4 4.11 4.21 3.85 4.34 4.13 3.74 4.04

Feedback on my work has been prompt.

4.09 4.01 4.17 4.24 3.91 4.28 4.21 3.81 4.08

I have received detailed comments on my 

work.

3.97 3.95 4 4.12 3.79 4.25 4.04 3.72 3.92

Feedback on my work has helped me 

clarify things I did not understand.

3.85 3.84 3.87 4.04 3.63 4.25 3.9 3.53 3.79

The tutorials have increased my 

presentation skills.

4.27 4.31 4.24 4.37 4.16 4.53 4.27 4.15 4.17

The tutorials have increased my academic 

preparation skills.

3.94 3.92 3.96 4.05 3.81 4.09 4.02 3.79 3.83

The tutorials have increased my time 

management skills.

3.69 3.69 3.68 3.76 3.6 3.81 3.73 3.6 3.58

The tutorials have increased my critical 

thinking ability.

3.87 3.86 3.88 3.96 3.76 4.13 3.87 3.67 3.92

The tutorials have increased my 

confidence.

3.87 3.85 3.88 3.86 3.88 3.81 3.88 3.88 3.88

I believe that I am more engaged in my 

education because of the tutorials.

3.77 3.69 3.84 3.85 3.67 3.97 3.77 3.49 4

I believe that I speak more in class 

because of the student led tutorials.

4.02 3.96 4.08 4.12 3.89 4.19 4.08 3.79 4.08


