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Background

Sociology is not usually perceived by undergraduate nursing students to be central to their studies in the same way as clinically-based subjects. The challenge for lecturers is to motivate students to engage with Sociology in ways which will enhance their nursing practice: a practice which includes the application of clinical and generic skills as well as subject specific knowledge. 
 Undergraduate Nursing classes at one Dublin university often exceed 200 students. These students are a more diverse group than the University norm in terms of their previous educational attainment, ethnicity and age range but more uniform in gender. For example, 51% of undergraduate students across the university achieved CAO scores of 500 or above while 500 was the top score for entry to the undergraduate nursing programme. 

The Project

This paper is part of a larger project which aimed to evaluate staff and students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of a group project as a method of learning and assessment. The specific objective reported here, is students' perceptions of the potential benefits and limitations of group work as a means of developing generic skills as well as discipline-specific knowledge.

The Methodology

A mixed methodology was used including a questionnaire administered in a lecture towards the end of the course (n=79) and semi-structured interviews conducted with 49 project groups after the final assessment. The pass rates were also examined together with student feedback on tutorials. 
Why Group Work?
It must be admitted that the primary motive for choosing a group project as the assessment method for the first year Sociology module was efficiency. Two hundred students taking this module were taught by one lecturer and one tutor both of whom with significant other responsibilities. Marking 200 essays and returning them in a timely fashion with appropriate written feedback was not a sensible option. On the other hand group work was an option which could be justified on educational grounds, primarily the requirement of the Nursing Registration Board that graduates be able to work effectively in teams and other perceived advantages as being:

· Conscious diversification of assessment strategy through the use of a range of methods including the group project
· More effective learning as students take responsibility for their learning and learn co-operatively 

· Weaker students helped in a number of ways including
· Less chance of failure as a result of co-operative learning

· Stronger students mentor weaker students

· Students develop a range of generic skills as part of the learning process

· Integration of generic skills and subject knowledge

· Decrease of social isolation and learning becomes fun

Key Findings
Feedback was received from 3 student cohorts: 2004-2005; 2005-2006 and 2006-2007.

Questionnaire Feedback
The questionnaire largely sought information related to the organisation and management of the module but also included questions about students’ previous experience of group work and their perceptions of the assessment task.  Somewhat surprisingly, 60% of respondents indicated that they had no previous experience of group work. A majority of respondents found the group project useful in encouraging them to be self directed learners as well as increasing their interaction with fellow students. Again, a majority of respondents found the assignment guidelines comprehensive, the aims and objectives of the project clear and time available for the project and level of support adequate.
Pass Statistics
It is often asserted that group projects disadvantage ‘good’ students. In examining the 2005-2006 cohort pass rates, it was found that, at the most, five students might have been disadvantaged by working in a group. On the other hand, 18 ‘weak’ students’ marks in Sociology appear to have been affected positively. It should be noted that Sociology results accounted for only 5% of the total marks for the year.
Tutorial Feedback
In 2006-2007, students were asked to comment on the number of tutorials offered (3), the usefulness of the tutorials in general and of the group process exercises in particular. 68 students responded.

The results of this feedback can be summarised as follows:
· Number of tutorials

- just right – 25  
- too many – 1
- too few – 40
· Group process exercises

- useful – 40
- not useful – 21
- did not attend – 5

In general, the most common positive comments about tutorials were about the advantages of working in groups and of lecturer advice and feedback. On the other hand, tutorials were seen as a waste of time if the group was already organised. Other comments criticised tutorials which were held late in the day or late in the week. The time that the tutor was able to spend with each group was also a subject of criticism. Finally, some students made it clear that they would have liked tutorials to be devoted to clarifying lecture material, although that had never been the purpose of those classes.

Group Interviews 

In total, there were 56 Project groups, ranging in size from 2 to 6 members with the average being 3-4 members.  

49 of the groups agreed to be interviewed at the conclusion of the module and they were invited to respond to the following questions:

1. Given a choice would you prefer a group project, an individual project or an examination? 
28 groups were unanimous in their preference for group projects over individual projects or examinations. 10 groups gave a mixed response while 5 groups were unanimous in their preference for individual assessment.  Interestingly 3 of these 5 groups had the largest number of members. 
2. Is there anything you would do differently in your next group project?
Although most respondents indicated that they would conduct their next group project in the same way as this one, a significant minority identified issues around group organisation and management which they would do differently including:
· Starting the project earlier

· Holding more meetings

· Dividing tasks more clearly and fairly
3. What skills have you developed as a result of working in a group?

Students identified a comprehensive range of generic skills which can be summarised as follows:

	· Planning

· Setting deadlines

· Division of tasks

· Information retrieval

· Arranging and conducting meetings
	· Time Management

· Communication

· Negotiation

· Compromise

· Co-operation 

· Critique


During the interviews a significant minority of students reported an improved understanding of the relevance of Sociology to nursing practice which they attributed to the group project

It’s given us a different perspective from the medical model.






(Group 1)
Some students also noted an increased recognition of the importance of effective group working to nursing practice
The group project helps ‘cos the nursing profession is group

 and we have two other individual projects. (Group 45)

Discussion

Groups reporting a generally positive experience were more likely to articulate the value of sociology to their future practice and to specify generic skills developed. These groups were particularly keen to describe the benefits of co-operative learning in general and of shared critique in particular  

I think it made it more interesting because of the different things you all found and you could help each other.  (Group 52)
It’s really good to have the support of other people because if you got stuck other people can help you (Group 51)
It’s kind of hard to do something by yourself. You’ve got all the responsibility. I thought we could break it up and do our own little bits . Then you get to see other people’s views as well. It was nice to break it up and then work together. It just made it easier. (Group 46)
There are loads of other perspectives that you get like. It’s not just your own ideas, everyone comes up with something and it makes you think differently because at the start I wasn’t sure whether [group project] was good for studying but then when I heard the girls I just knew it was. 
(Group 45)
Working in a group you can’t put your own ideas forward all the time and not expect to get criticised. ‘No that doesn’t work’  - fair enough- ‘That doesn’t work’ Then somebody else comes in and what do they think? Maybe something else. You have to learn to take criticism as well and that’s in the interest of the poster…Learn to be diplomatic as well.
 (Group 22)

What is particularly interesting about these extracts is that the students seem to be suggesting a relationship between cooperative learning and an improved or changed understanding of their own learning. To put it a different way, most students learned some relevant sociology and most developed some generic skills while a significant number of them also came to a deeper understanding of the ways in which they could learn more deeply through co-operating with others.  
Lessons and Conclusions
Lessons to be learned include:

1. Establishing clear project and assessment guidelines 
2. Limiting the size of project groups to a maximum of four students  
3. Providing adequate guidance and support for the process of group work 
Some conclusions to be drawn include:

· Students demonstrate a preference for group projects when the conditions summarised above are met. 

· Group projects do not necessarily disadvantage ‘strong’ students and may have an advantageous effect on ‘weaker’ students.

· Group projects can be an effective means to integrating the development of generic skills and subject knowledge

· Group projects may encourage students to take a deep approach to their learning

Future Plans for 1st year Sociology
For the coming academic year the teaching team has decided to abolish tutorials while increasing the number of lectures by two.  This decision may at first seem contrary to feedback from the 2006/2007 student cohort, 40 of whom stated that there were too few tutorials. On closer examination, however most of these students wanted more tutorials to focus on clarifying lecture material rather than to provide additional opportunities for working in their project groups. The argument against providing more tutorials to clarify lecture material is that to do so would be at odds with one of the main benefits of the group project which is to encourage students to learn actively and co-operatively. The two additional lectures will be used to clarify the project guidelines, ensure that students begin to identify and solve process issues with other members of their group, address common problems with the assignment and finally to prepare students for the Question and Answer session.  
Finally, this project has raised the following questions which will guide our research plan over the next year:

1. Do students actually transfer generic skills learned in one group project to future projects?

2. Do students continue to develop these generic skills?

3. Do they transfer and further develop generic skills across disciplines?

4. Has the abolition of 1st year tutorials mad a difference to students’ experience of group work and to the outcomes
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