A Reflective Report on My Teaching Intervention Cycle

Introduction
In this teaching intervention cycle, I will focus on two modules I have taught as a lecturer at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) by using Gibbs’s (1988) reflective cycle methodology. As such, I will first portray each experience, describe my thoughts about the experience, discuss evaluations, speculate on what could have been done differently and suggest alternatives for the future.  The key difference between the two modules is the mode of teaching – while one was taught in a traditional manner, the other was taught in a block. Hence, throughout the essay, I will compare my experiences in teaching in a traditional format versus teaching in an immersive block system (K2, K4, K6). I argue that while the immersive system allows students to focus exclusively on one module, the shorter time frame creates student anxiety in relation to deadlines. Overall, it is difficult to conclude whether or not the block system is an improvement over the traditional one (V1, V3). 
This essay is divided into three sections, the first section focuses on my module: International Political Economy (A1, A2, K1) and the second part focuses on my module: Political Economy of Natural Resources (A1, A2, K1). The final section evaluates the outcome of these two teaching experiences and proposes possible alternatives for future module deliveries. 
Traditional Method of Teaching: HPAN5018-HPAN6018, International Political Economy
I taught International Political Economy during the second semester of the academic year 2017-2018. This was my third module at UWTSD and my last one taught in a traditional format (as opposed to teaching in blocks). Having been trained as an International Relations scholar within the sub-discipline of International Political Economy, I was highly motivated to design a comprehensive yet accessible module on the topic (K1)(K3). 
Module Design
For module design, I always use the concept of constructive alignment, which emphasizes the significance of gearing students towards pre-identified and precise outcomes. This method also envisions an alignment of all teaching components including aims, learning outcomes, teaching methods and the assessments (A1, A3, K6, V3) (J. Biggs, 1996). 
Accordingly, I wanted to make sure that the all of the teaching components of this module aligned with the pre-identified aims and objectives. This main aim of International Political Economy was to evaluate the challenges faced by states in an era of global economic integration and fragmentation. I also wanted the students to explore and critically evaluate interaction between politics and economics in international relations  (A1, A2, A4, K1, K3).
To align the module content with the above-stated aims, I first set off to construct the weekly content of the module. Having already completed two postgraduate degrees in International Political Economy my key challenge was not so much to find enough content but to make sure I can convert all that experience and knowledge into a meaningful lesson plan for ten weeks of classes (K1, A2). 
I decided to divide the module into two main sections. The module first started with theories of International Political Economy including neo-Mercantilism, Liberalism, Marxism, and Critical approaches. These theories would allow students to understand and contextualize state-market relations when they evaluated contemporary global issues. 
After this first section on theories, the second section focused on issue areas in global political economy such as money and finance, trade and regionalism, multinational corporations, international development, energy, and the environment. These issue areas are some of the most important themes in the discipline and fundamental to understanding current global challenges states experience (A1, A2, K1, K3).
Following up on my objective of constructive alignment, I wanted to ensure that the learning outcomes were also aligned with the aims and the content. Hence, upon the successful completion of this module, I expected the students fully understand the impact of the forces of globalization and fragmentation on states and identify the increasing importance of non-state actors in the politics of international economic relations (A4, A5, K1, K2, K3, K4).  
I picked Theodore Cohn’s book “Global Political Economy: Theory and Practice  (Cohn, 2016) as the mandatory textbook mainly due to its quality and clarity, but also because it aligned very well with the weekly contents of the module (A5, K6). I assigned at least one chapter from the book for every week throughout the term and the students were able to use these chapters for their assessments.
Assessments
My assessment strategy is influenced by Sambell et. al. (2012)’s model of authentic assessments and punctual feedback to improve learning (A1, A3, K6, V3). To achieve this aim, I use both summative and formative assessments. Having separate functions, both types of assessments are essential for a complete teaching experience (Harlen & James, 1997). 
Formative assessments are important because they help the students reach out to their full potential without the additional stress of marking. The formative assessments also enable students to practice and improve their skills and be prepared when it matters the most (V1, V2)(Nicol & Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006).
Accordingly, I had two formative assignments for this module. On Week 6, students were expected to write a one-page essay proposal. This earlier informal deadline gave them an incentive to start working on their essays in advance of the actual deadline. On Week 6, we arranged a workshop in class, so that each student could present their proposal and receive feedback from their peers and the lecturer alike. 
Another formative assessment was a presentation. I assigned a ten-minute presentation based on the essay question. Again, this exercise helped students to build up their confidence for the summative assessment, which is described below (A4, V3, V1).  
Formative assessments allowed me to give regular feedback to my students, which helped them improve their essay. Understanding the feedback process also gives students substantial skills of self-reflection in later life (A3, A4, A5, K3, V1, V2, V3, V4)(Irons, 2007). 
While formative assessments give confidence and experience to students, summative assessments are crucial for assessing students’ knowledge and learning. These type of assignments provide students the ability to critically engage with the material (Bligh, 1998; Bloom, 1953; Gibbs, 1982). For this module, I prepared two summative assessments: an Exam (short answers) and a 2500-word essay. The exam motivated students to learn the essential part of the module: theoretical approaches. The essay question ensured that assignments were also aligned with aims, learning objectives, and the teaching outcomes. I asked the question:  “Are states the most important actors in the global economy? Why, or why not?”
Teaching Methods
International Political Economy was taught in a traditional manner, which means we had ten weeks of classes divided by a half term and the Easter break. As such the module is spread over almost three months. The long time scale allows students to have more preparation time for each assignment. For example, during the first 5 weeks students had to prioritize learning the theories so that they could do well in the exam. In the second part of the module, their focus was more on essay writing and issue areas (A1). 
At the same time, teaching ten sessions over three months, I find that students often struggle to remember the earlier content. In addition, having different deadlines for their various assignments in three modules, some students have difficulty keeping up with the readings and lectures.    
For this module, I used the Moodle page heavily for supplementary readings and primary sources. For example, when we were discussing global finance, I posted the original text of the Dodd-Frank Act, which deals with transparency and corruption related to financial transactions. I almost always use Power Point in my lectures, because in my experience students find it easier to receive and process learning material with the help of visual aids. However, I also make sure that I do not rely heavily on slides (Jones, 2003). I also upload the slides on the Moodle page following each lecture (A4, K3, K4).  
The real-world relevance of learning is an essential part of my teaching philosophy (V4)(Clinebell & Clinebell, 2008). In line with this approach, we watched short clips from the 2015 film The Big Short, which narrates the causes and the impact of the 2008 global financial crisis (K1,K2, K3, V4). The students found this very interesting - the real life events the movie depicted sparked a big debate in the classroom. 
Teaching Outcome
Overall, I felt that International Political Economy was quite well received by all five of my students. Based on my own observations, all of them seemed genuinely interested in the topic and they cared about the specific issue areas. Especially free trade agreements and financial crises were major hits as students often hear and read about these events in the media. With the help of this module, they were able to recognize the underlying academic debates around these events that directly affect their lives and welfare. I also found that most students responded well to small group discussions at the end of some lectures (A4, V1, V2, K4, K3). 
On the negative side, some students struggled with the economics aspect of the module during the lectures. One example is the “Unholy Trinity” – a concept that explains how governments cannot follow an independent monetary policy, adopt floating exchange rates, and allow free movement of capital at the same time.  I realize now that I should have maybe gone a bit slower and explained each concept in more detail before showing students how these different mechanisms interact (V1). 
As this was a small class – only five students enrolled – the absences had a huge impact. I have had one student who was absent during most weeks due to personal reasons. We also lost couple of students in some weeks to cold and flue. However, this was not a major concern in traditional mode of teaching. 
Block Teaching: HPAN5001 - HPAN6001, Political Economy of Natural Resources
I taught HPAN5001 - HPAN6001, during the first semester of the academic year 2018-2019. I had taught a similar version of this module in French at Université Laval, Canada, which was based mostly on my research interests during my Ph.D. and post-doctorate work. Overall, I felt confident in my ability to deliver this module (K1), yet at the same time I was also a little bit nervous since this would be my first experience in block teaching. 
Module Design

Having thought this module before, the key challenge for me was not the find enough content. The weekly content of the module would include a discussion of comparative politics and international relations theories, energy security, resource curse, resources and conflict, and geopolitical hotspots such as the Middle East, Eurasia and China (A1, K1). However I had to translate my notes and slides from French to English. This took more time than I thought it would, but I managed to translate all the material and update the contents. 

I had an even bigger problem at this point: designing a module for block teaching for the first time. While there is a general understanding of what traditional teaching involves, there is absolutely no certainty about what block teaching entails. This is mostly due to the fact that there is no established format of this type of teaching. Similarly academic resources on block or intensive teaching are also very scarce (K2) (Davies, 2006). 

Obviously, the key difference between traditional teaching and block in terms of module design is the time scale. While I had ten days of classes over three months for International Political Economy, I had to squeeze in sixteen days of classes in four weeks of Political Economy of Natural Resources. Hence, I realized that immersive teaching requires significant amount of planning in advance (K2). 
Upon the successful completion of this module, I expected students to analyze and learn the impact of natural resources on a variety of economic and political issues, including geopolitics, growth, economic stability, climate change, corruption, civil wars, and democracy. The module would also offer some very practical gains to the students including regional expertise, ability to write policy papers, and experience how International Relations work in practice by participating in a simulation (K2). (K3). 
As Political Economy of Natural Resources was a module structured around my own research, it was unlike any modules in other UK universities (K6, V3). This made the module unique and valuable, yet the downside of it was that I could not find any textbooks that aligned with my syllabus. In the end, I chose the Quest by Daniel Yergin as the main textbook (Yergin, 2011). While this was not an actual textbook, it was a perfect introduction to the main themes of this module such as energy security and resource curse written by a world-renowned expert (A1, A2, K1). However, I knew that I needed to compliment this book with additional journal articles and primary sources to offer a compressive reading list to my students (V1, V2, V4).

Assessments 

In block, the first deadline is usually two weeks after start of the classes. This creates a high level of anxiety in students. To address this, I wanted to make sure that students knew exactly what they were expected to do in each class and what the assignments would be. I made sure that all this information was on the Moodle page at least a week before the beginning of the module. 
Being aware of the time limitations in block teaching, I have assigned one major assignment to the students with several associated parts (V1). The assessment aligned well with the aims of the module, which were stated above. The whole exercise was based on a classroom simulation of a global energy crisis where each student would represent a country in a special meeting of major oil consumers and exporters. The simulation took place in the last day of classes and the written assignment prepared the student for the simulation. The written part consisted of three sections with different deadlines: Country Analysis (1000 words), Strategy (1000 words), and Summary (1000 words - written after the simulation). The overall assessment also included a non-written section based on the student’s active participation in the simulation (K3, K4, A4). 
As a formative assignment, I asked students to present their Country Analysis and Strategy sections in class before the deadline so that we could all give them feedback. 
Teaching Methods

In block, I quickly realized that I had to modify my teaching method to make sure that students do not get overwhelmed with new material while they prepared their assignments.  Having talked to other lecturers who have taught in blocks before, I knew that I could not simple introduce new material every day. Therefore, I decided to lecture during the first three days of the week and leave the last day (Friday) for revisions, films, workshops, and presentations. 
My teaching philosophy requires students to be active in constructing their understanding of knowledge (Hunt & Chalmers, 2013), which reflects my student-centered teaching. I try to keep the students dynamically involved in the process of learning (Hannafin & Land, 1997). In addition, I am heavily influenced by game-based learning (Bardon & Josserand, 2009; J. B. Biggs, 2011; Whitton, 2014) (A5, V3). That is why I designed the simulation describe above, where each student had to represent a different world leader in a global summit (V2). During the simulation, students had to get into character and engage in constructive diplomacy in order to find a solution to a plausible global energy crisis. I knew that these types of simulations prepare students to real-life situations where they would have to quickly respond to various challenges (V3, V4). 

Teaching Outcomes

Overall, I was very content about this teaching experience, and I was lucky to have students who were very interested in learning the key themes of this module and participated enthusiastically in the assignment.  The students particularly loved the idea of studying a country in detail and representing it in a simulation. Some of the students were quite excited to get into character and even adopted the accents of their respective countries when they addressed each other during the simulation (K3, A4).

There were two unexpected developments. One student who represented Saudi Arabia stopped coming to class after the second week and she was not present for the simulation. This was a major blow as Saudi Arabia was one the key players. Second, another student who represented the European Union, was very nervous and did not utter a word during the simulation. However, the rest of the students did not seem to mind these disruptions. They adopted a resolution to address the imagined crisis, which was voted on by the majority of the participants. Overall, it was a vey successful simulation.

Academic sources that address block teaching generally paint a positive picture of students’ experiences especially with regards to social aspects of learning, higher than usual motivation, and confidence in their learning (Lee & Horsfall, 2010). In Political Economy of Natural Resources, I was able to observe some of these effects. The students quickly became friends and discussions became lively after a couple of days.  Most of the students were very eager to participate in the simulation and this provided an additional motivation for them to complete their written assignments. However, it would be difficult to assert that the block teaching was the main cause of this latter outcome. I had run this simulation before in a traditional mode of teaching and the students’ experiences and enthusiasm were quite similar. 

Studies also suggest that controlling for different factors, student evaluations were actually higher in intensive modules compared to traditional ones (Kucsera & Zimmaro, 2010). In my experience, my evaluations were equally high in both modules and in any case it would be difficult to generalize from my two-case sample. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]On the negative side, certain studies raise concerns regarding student and faculty workload and administration of modules (Lee & Horsfall, 2010). I think this is a valid concern for block. I had two students who missed numerous classes due to personal and health reasons. They were unable to keep up with the fast pace of the class, and both failed the module. This was an unfortunate situation that could perhaps have been better managed in a traditional format. 

Evaluations and Future Teaching

Evaluations 

I distributed and received module evaluation forms for both teaching experiences. In International Political Economy, all of the respondents (five out of five) were fully content with the teaching, content, structure, and delivery of the module.  One student wrote: “the teacher makes it easy to understand, clear and all very relevant”. Another student wrote: “the lectures have been engaging and interesting” (K5, K6).  

Only one of the students was not content with the library resources. This was an improvement over the last academic year where the majority of the students raised concerns. The main reason for the change could be that I asked the library quite in advance to purchase the main textbook (V3). 

Overall, even though this was a newly designed module, International Political Economy worked quite well in terms of content, delivery, and assessment; and almost all students agree with this. 

In Political Economy of Natural Resources all of the students who responded definitely agreed with the following two statements: “lecturer has been good at explaining things and made the subject interesting” and “the module has challenged me to achieve my best work and is intellectually stimulating.” This is very important because that was one of my main goals. One student thought “the discussions” were especially good. (K1, K2). Another said: “the lecturer has made the module very interesting and has been very supportive.” 

With regards to block teaching, one student mentioned that “the workload was appropriate to time scale and fitted with block system, assessments are interesting and different”. They also said, “it is a very well put together module that fits well with the block system.”  Another student stated: “structured VERY well compared to other blocks I’ve taken. Moodle and resources were very clear and accessible. Very student focused. I think other lecturers should take a leaf out of Kerem’s book.” (A1, A4, K2, K3, K4, V1) 

The evaluations also show that all of the students believed that “the lecturer had been good at explaining things and had made the subject interesting”, the module had “challenged them to achieve their best work and had been intellectually stimulating”. They also stated that module had “provided them with opportunities to explore ideas or concepts in depth”, “bring together information from different topics”, and that “the overall structure of the module had been clear and coherent” (K1). 

Similarly, all students agreed that “the teaching methods were appropriate to the subject matter of the module”, that the module was “well organized”, they had the “right opportunities to work with other students as part of this module” (K2). 

The students also agreed that their “feedback was listened to and valued”, “the criteria used in assessment and marking had been specified clearly in advance of submission”, and they had received “sufficient and good academic support both from the lecturer but also from the Moodle page” (V1, V2, K2, K5, K6).  

In terms of suggestions for improvement, one student actually wrote that “more guidance/examples of report style writing” would have improved and enhanced the module.  I had actually given guidance to students on writing country positions, but I realize that given the short time scale, the written assignment could have proved challenging to some students. 


Self-reflection and Future Modifications 

Based on my self-reflection and the module questionnaires, I have identified several areas to improve my teaching. 

Firstly, I will continue to make innovative assessments in the future, since this is something that the students seem to enjoy. Apart from simulations, I would also consider board games as potential candidates for assessment. In fact, in my World Politics class, students will have to prepare an essay based on their in-class experiences of playing the popular board game “RISK”.  They will be expected to relate how the RISK simulation relates to theories of international relations.

However, the “learning space” (Jankowska & Atlay, 2008; Temple, 2008) and the number of students may constrain this decision. Some of the classrooms in Lampeter are not ideal for simulations, or games. Also, low student numbers in my modules would also make it difficult to plan ahead for these types of assessments.  
Secondly, I would aspire to make my modules even more interactive. One possibility is to have discussion questions after each short section, rather than waiting until the end of the class. One potential risk with this approach is that since only a few students actually come to class having done the readings, they might not have much to say. 
Thirdly, I would do even more to make sure that students are confortable with the directions in the assignments. This is a major challenge for block both due to the shorter time scale but also due to the innovative aspect of some of my assignments. 
Finally, I would be interested in keeping logs as suggested by Ann Campbell (2007) in order to help me reflect on my teaching. Students give feedback in unpredictable times and log keeping would allow me to keep a track of these comments. These would be especially useful when I am teaching the class for a second time. 
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