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    Chair’s report from Learning in Law Annual Conference 2011

Chair’s report: Alison Bone

Parallel session 5 (Sutherland Suite)
These sessions were the last of the conference and attendance was disappointing. There were around ten people for the first paper but only four for the last – which was a great shame as it addressed so many relevant themes for the modern law teacher.

Portfolio assessment: Should we start with the academics having a go? 

Di Kelly (De Montfort University)
Di Kelly from De Montfort University started the session with her paper ‘Portfolio assessment: Should we start with the academics having a go?’ and asked us to think about what portfolio assessment could bring to modern legal education. The session was interactive and required the audience to write down issues that were relevant to portfolio assessment so they could be discussed afterwards. As the audience was small and relatively few had recent experience of such assessment this was not as productive as it might have been, but it was agreed that those asked to produce portfolios needed clear specific guidance and templates or examples were essential. Plenty of opportunities for drafts and constructive feedback boost student confidence and enable students to produce valuable work that is not merely descriptive. Di gave examples in her slides which contained extracts and comments from students.

The audience agreed that portfolio assessment had a valuable role to play but were less keen to subscribe to the proposition that academics should also be required to participate, although a few had used portfolios as part of a professional qualification.
Achievement and attitudes of first year business students – their effects on success at the University of Brighton Business School
Tracey Taylor (University of Brighton)
Tracey Taylor from the University of Brighton then presented the findings of her research in her paper ‘Achievement and attitudes of first year business students – their effects on success at the University of Brighton Business School’. Tracey explained the HEFCE tables which predict which students are likely to be at high, medium and low risk in terms of progression. Unsurprisingly those who do well at A levels tend to also flourish at university and although Brighton University Business School has admission criteria of 280 points (‘low risk’) in practice the majority have points below this – and non-continuation is disappointingly high at just over 20%. This is partly because students can add to their UCAS points in various ways by counting, for example, key skills and even music qualifications. 

The research examined attendance in twenty scheduled first year Academic Skills sessions and compared attendance with results at the end of the academic year. There was almost a perfect correlation between attendance and performance: those attended most received high grades, those who attended least obtained the lowest grades. This pattern was repeated in another first year subject – Management Accounting.

A questionnaire asked students about their attendance and received a respectable response rate (40%). Students appreciated that attendance was important, but said they were less likely to attend at 9 in the morning or if they had a coursework deadline looming. Feedback during seminars was, surprisingly in the light of the NSS survey, not felt to be of pressing importance – liking the tutor or being asked to do interesting tasks ranked more highly. The recently introduced Attendance and Engagement Policy was explained whereby students who miss three consecutive classes are reported to the Course Leader but more importantly have one-to-one sessions with their Personal Tutor if they receive two marks below 50%.

There were a number of useful recommendations to come out of the research including:

· Extra support for those who enter at high risk with low UCAS points
· Stressing the importance of attendance at the beginning and throughout the first year
· Close monitoring of attendance with follow-up actions if students miss two or more consecutive classes
· Meeting with personal tutor is a student receives two marks under 50%.
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