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History: what counts towards a degree 
  

•  final exam and thesis 

•  end of year exams and thesis 

•  large pieces of coursework  

•  small pieces of coursework 
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How do students spend their study time? 
 

•  use the weighting of the work to determine the 
time spent 

•  something that carries little or no weight gets 
little or no time 

•  concerns for marks rather than the knowledge / 
skills attained 

•  students are no different from us?        (RAE/
REF in the UK) 
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We wanted to change the culture 
•  weekly programming exercises and weekly 

maths exercises for 1st year students 

•  every member of staff has a group of 6 
students for either the programming or maths 
tutorials who are seen weekly 

•  suitably qualified 3rd / 4th year students 
(referred to as Undergraduate Teaching 
Assistants - UTAs) employed to work alongside 
an academic in running the maths tutorials  
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•  UTAs mark the work submitted each week and 
provide feedback during the tutorials - but 
considerable flexibility in the topics discussed 

•  academic role: mentor their UTA; help guide 
the discussions; ensure consistent and fair 
marking of exercises; often attend tutorial but 
only to chip in.  

•  marks do not count towards final year mark 
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Some questions. 
•  does making the exercises zero-weighted have any 

effect on student motivation and participation in the 
tutorials?   

•  how do students react to having tutorials run by 
students rather than academics?   

•  do the UTAs find the role rewarding and in what way 
does it affect their own personal development? 

•  how do the academics perceive the changes?   

•  is there a significant difference in student 
performance as a result of the new scheme? 
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Research questionnaires and other measures. 
1.  perceptions of students on the scheme; 

comparative performance ratings of UTAs 
and academics 

2.  UTA and academic tutor perceptions on the 
scheme and the learning and development 
experiences of the students 

3.  quantitative data on attendance, assignment 
submission rates and marks, and end-of-year 
examination results  
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The student questionnaire. 
•  16 questions for direct comparison of UTAs and 

academic tutors 

•  questions depict 3 areas:           
motivation and engagement (ME)              
skills development (SD)          
explanation, feedback and contextualisation (EFC)  

•  other questions concern: student connection to the 
tutor; views on the operation of the scheme; work 
organisation and time management  

•  5-point Likert scale + open questions 
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Examples of student questionnaire items. 
motivation and engagement 
“getting me to participate in the tutorial” 
“making the tutorial work interesting” 
“motivating me to want to do well in the course” 
 

skills development 
“helping me to…improve my logic skills” 
“...improve my communication skills” 
“…manage my time so that I can finish the exercises” 
 

explanation, feedback and contextualisation 
“having a difficult concept explained to me” 
“giving useful feedback on my work” 
“clarifying why the material will be useful later on” 
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Tutors’ questionnaire. 
•  32 questions organised under 4 themes:  

      performance and effectiveness of the UTA    
(i.e. explore views relating to ME, EFC categories) 

 the UTA’s personal benefits from teaching 

 the level of support received by the UTA 

 perceived student motivations/progress in learning 

 

•  5-point Likert scale + open questions 
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Box-plots of student scores for each teaching impact 
category (N=128) 

ECF 
academic

ECF            
peer

SD 
academic

SD            
peer

ME             
academic

ME           
peer

5

4

3

2

1

12 



•  item-by-item analysis for Q 1-16 showed significant 
differences in scores (p<0.05) between UTAs and 
academic tutors (scores for UTAs more favourable), 
except for: 

 “exploring related topics not covered directly by the 
course” 

•  3 most discriminatory items:     
  

 “getting me to participate in the tutorial” 
 “giving useful feedback on my work” 
 “helping me to improve my logic skills” 
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•  collective responses to items representing student 
attitude towards the formative assessment / learning 
scheme favourable, e.g. 

 

“I think that this tutorial work is just as important as 
the practical coursework” 
“overall I find the tutorial work useful and interesting” 
 

•   but only slight disagreement with:    
  
“non-assessed work is much less important than 
assessed work” 
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Some other measures. 
2005-2006 

(%) 
2006-2007 

(%) 
2007-2008 

(%) 
student attendance at 
tutorials 

89.2 92.3 92.7 

submission rate of 
exercises 

93.5 98.3 96.8 

average mark on 
exercises 

80.0 81.4 71.2 

test result (Logic + 
Discrete Maths) 

48.9 53.0 57.0 

Discrete Mathematics 
average exam mark 

64.3 59.8 57.1 

Logic exam average 55.0 61.7 60.4 

Reasoning About 
Programs exam 
average 

53.7 55.1 53.8 
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•  generally UTA and academic tutor responses 
favourable on all items 

•  but, some areas of disagreement! 

 “the UTA and academic discuss teaching strategy 
before the tutorial” (-,+) 

 “the UTA is a student so it is easier for him/her to 
explain concepts to the students” (+, 0) 

•  also some comments about the UTAs authority when 
both academic and UTA are present at a tutorial… 
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…some polarity in solution though! 

 UTA: “I don’t think the academic should be present, this 
undermines the UTAs authority” 

 academic: “UTAs lack some authority, the academic 
should attend tutorials” 
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Other comments. 
•  academic staff: 

 "More flexibility - lighter work load“ 

 "UTA develops useful skills and acquires confidence.    
He/she feels part of the department“ 

 "They do the marking! Also it is interesting to see how 
someone else tries to explain the technical things" 

•  UTAs: 

 "Experience gained - teaching, assessing. Seeing 
students develop/overcome learning barriers." 

 "The meetings are fun and it is good talking with the 
students and getting them involved in the subject" 
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Summary.       
•  the scheme supports the view that fostering a marks 

based culture does not motivate students to learn   

•  rather it is possible to move towards encouraging 
students to learn based on the intrinsic value of the 
material; the combined use of student and academic 
tutors proved extremely successful and was popular 
with the students   

•  the UTA scheme allowed academics to focus on the 
pastoral aspects of teaching and encouraged the 
students to take ownership of their learning  

•  the UTAs themselves felt that they had developed their 
own communication skills as a result of the scheme.  
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•  making the exercises zero weighted had no significant 

negative impact on student participation in the tutorials 
or examination results  

•  a very significant result was that the students saw the 
UTAs as role models since they were students like 
them, but who had already successfully achieved 
mastery in the subject 

•  hence, both making the exercises zero weighted and 
using student tutors was successful in changing quite 
fundamentally the learning culture in the department  
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