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Overview:  I will investigate, by means of my upper-level philosophy classes, how effective my “Analysis Assignments” (hereafter “AA’s”) and the pop-quizzes I give are for promoting student interest and ability in doing philosophy.  AA’s are assignments in which the students must write ½ - 1 page (single-spaced) essays to answer particular questions I pose regarding an assigned text that has not yet been discussed in class.  The questions I ask in the AA’s are structured so as to cause the students to delve into and analyze the text being read.  They therefore foster both expository and philosophical skills, while at the same time giving the students cause to read the assigned texts.


By contrast, my pop-quizzes are structured simply to test whether the students made a good-faith effort to read the assigned readings.  The questions that are asked are such that if students did indeed try to read them, they are almost guaranteed to make 100, whereas they will probably make a 0 if they did not attempt to read.
I wish to determine whether an increase in student interest and ability results from (a) assigning AA’s alone without giving pop-quizzes, (b) giving pop-quizzes without assigning AA’s, or (c) both assigning AA’s and giving pop-quizzes.  If more than one of these three scenarios cause the desired increase, I wish further to determine which of the methods is optimal.


Rationale, Method and Outcomes.  During my first semester at NU (Fall, ’05), I noticed that students both did not do the assigned readings and were generally hesitant to speak in class.  And although many of them eventually exhibited an interest in and ability to do philosophy, there was certainly room for improvement.  I hypothesized that the lack of optimal performance was partly due to the students’ lack of reading the material.  In order to remedy this situation, I devised AA’s, assignments which require the student to read and philosophically interact with texts before those texts are discussed in class.  I began the AA’s in my Spring, ’06 “Medieval Philosophy” classes and continued them in my Fall, ’06 “Ancient Philosophy” courses.
While the readings for my upper-level classes are notoriously difficult, the AA’s force students not only to do the assigned readings, but to actually try to understand them enough to express the main points of those readings in written form.  They are thus partly designed to foster reading, comprehension, and argument expression skills.  Moreover, AA’s typically ask the students to analyze the argument they have extracted from the reading, thereby aiding argument criticism and construction skills.  It was hoped that the AA’s would not only produce better philosophers, but would also result in class sessions that were more interactive and students who were more interested in the subject matter.

From an anecdotal viewpoint, the results were greater than I could have hoped for.  Students had indeed actually wrestled with the readings.  Class discussion was as lively as it possibly could be.  And the interest students took in the material was enormous.  I definitely noticed great improvements in interest, ability, and participation.  On several different occasions, students whose participation and philosophical skills had markedly increased spontaneously told me that it was the AA’s that had caused them to “get it” and “read so as to become interested in the material.”  Writing the AA’s often received the anecdotal credit for students’ enjoyment of and increased skill in philosophy.

Having been inspired by January’s CCTL conference and discussions I had during it, I began collecting quantitative data on the effectiveness of AA’s so as to formally confirm the results I had witnessed informally.  Each student in my current Phil. of Religion classes must do 3 AA’s for a grade during one portion of the semester, do 3 for a check mark during another portion, and not do any during the remaining portion.  At the end of each 1/3 of the class, measures are being taken regarding (i) examination grades, (ii) material comprehension, (iii) class interest, (iv) amount of material read, (v) whether independent thinking was stimulated, and (vi) participation and discussion.  Data from (i) is collected from the exams while data for (ii) through (vi) is collected from students rating themselves from 1-9 on these measures after each 1/3 of the class [Appendix A].  In addition, I add an additional 1-9 rating on each student regarding student participation (vi above).  The quantitative data from these measures will be cross-referenced with whether the students were doing AA’s and whether those AA’s were done for a grade.  At the end of the term, I will be able to ascertain to what extent doing the AA’s caused an increase in grades, participation, interest, et cetera when compared to the portion of the semester during which AA’s were not done.  I will also be able to determine whether or not doing an AA for a grade (as opposed to merely for a check) causes one to ‘take more seriously’ the text such that a student’s skill and interest is enhanced.

There is a significant wrinkle regarding pop-quizzes, however, that I want to incorporate into next year’s research.  In order to encourage students to continue to read even when they are not supposed to be doing AA’s, I devised and currently give pop-quizzes that assess merely whether the students read the assigned material.  These pop-quizzes, in effect, force the students to read, which was one of the primary motives for implementing AA’s.  It was hypothesized that doing AA’s are still more beneficial than giving pop-quizzes alone since AA’s cause the students to read the texts more closely and to philosophically interact with them in written form.  Nonetheless, an initial skimming of preliminary results I have gathered gives rise to a suspicion that some significant differences (e.g. in class participation) I thought were due to the AA’s may be due not so much to the AA’s per se, but to the fact that students are actually doing the readings (whether they are doing them to prepare for a pop-quiz or to write an AA).  I therefore wish to vary my research next year by giving some students pop-quizzes only, some AA’s (for a grade) only, and some both.  The same measures will be taken.  Such variations should permit me to determine whether pop-quizzes and AA’s for a grade are equally effective, effective only when used together, not effective at all, or differentially effective depending on the specific outcome being assessed (e.g. class participation vs. philosophical skill).  I will conduct this research in my Medieval Philosophy classes in Fall, ’07.  If the results indicate that I need a larger sample size, I plan to continue the research in my Phil. of Religion classes in Spring, ’08.

I can foresee no potential problems for conducting my research other than the fact that some students may refuse to do the required amount of AA’s, or may plagiarize so as to complete them.  To help discourage this, I plan to include severe penalties (loss of a letter grade and class failure respectively) and would omit severe violations from my data set.  

Such research has the potential to be very instructive to philosophy professors.  Depending upon the results, professors will know how best to structure the class requirements so as to maximize participation, interest, discussion, philosophical ability, etc.  I plan to present the results of this research at a CCTL conference and Lily conferences, and to publish its results in a journal devoted to the scholarship of teaching (such as Teaching Philosophy, Academic Exchange Quarterly, The Journal on Excellence in College Teaching or others as may seem appropriate).
Group _____

 

 

Please rate yourself, on a scale from 1 - 9, with regard to the material covered in Unit 1.  Your information will remain anonymous and will have no bearing on your grade in any way.  

 

 

 

How much material do you feel you comprehended in Unit 1?

1               2                   3               4               5               6             7           8          9

Minimal                      Very Little               Moderate                 A Lot            Maximal

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How would you rate your current interest in the material covered in Unit 1?

 

1               2                   3               4               5               6             7           8          9

Minimal                    Very Little               Moderate                  A Lot              Maximal

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How much do you feel you participated in class during Unit 1?

 

1               2                   3               4               5               6             7           8          9

Minimal                    Very Little               Moderate                 A Lot              Maximal

 

______________________________________________________________________________

 

How much did the material covered in Unit 1 happen to spur you to do your own independent thinking about the topics?

 

1               2                   3               4               5               6             7           8          9

Minimal                    Very Little               Moderate                 A Lot              Maximal

______________________________________________________________________________ 

How much of the material did you read in Unit 1?

1               2                   3               4               5               6             7           8          9

Minimal                    Very Little               Moderate                   A Lot              Maximal

