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DISCUSSION PAPER: 
Student-Centred and Student-Led Learning in the Division of Humanities

Education in the humanities means developing and extending the ability of students to locate information, present ideas in various forms (eg. written, oral, visual, musical), engage with the ideas and experiences of others—including those from very different cultural and historical contexts—formulate problems and paths of investigation and to reflect on how they have questioned, investigated and communicated and incorporate lessons into future work (Division of Humanities, Generic Skills Policy, 2005–7). These capabilities are best realised in the kinds of student-centred activities recommended in recent research on higher education, such as problem-based learning, role play, group work, criterion based, formative assessment and student self assessment.
 Staff have also discovered, however, that the activity of lecturing—which has been described as teacher-centred in various studies—may present opportunities for student-centred learning, and that student-led educational initiatives can see the role of learner and teacher reversed. In this document, seven snapshots of student-centred and student-led activities in the Division are presented.

Formulating Problems and Paths of Investigation

In units ranging from CHN157: Contemporary China to SPN210: Passion and Repression and all 300-level Modern History units, students are invited to formulate their own questions, and with support, to devise means of addressing them. In semester 1, 2007, for example, CHN157 students chose to write projects on the following issues:

· New Strategic Relations between China and Russia

· New Strategic Relations between China and Africa

· China’s Position as a Foreign Aid Provider

· Sex and Sexuality in Contemporary China

· Women’s Status in Contemporary China

· China’s Position on Alleged Organ Harvesting

· China’s North Korean Refugee Problems

An extract from a student’s research essay on China and Africa is included below.
CHN157: Contemporary China
Africa-China Relations: Misperceptions and Non-interference, An Extract

China is rapidly becoming very influential in Africa and challenging western hegemony in both the political and economic spheres. Publicly the west justifies its many criticisms of this new influence in the rhetoric of altruistic concern: about the effect China’s policy of non-interference will have upon Africa, saying it will undermine efforts to establish good governance there. Privately, the west’s concerns are founded in a cynicism born from honest appraisal of their own motivations and hypocrisy, which then paints a different, yet equally skewed picture: of China as entirely self-interested, giving aid in return for sinister political influence and preference in financial deals; the newest colonial exploiter of the African continent and a threat to western interests of power and oil in Africa.
Certain truisms of this cynicism which I will discuss in depth further on, most particularly regarding the policy of non-interference and the motivation of self-interest, seem to make it a reasonable explanation of what is driving and shaping the relationship between Africa and China. However, my aim in this essay is to attempt a step back from this easy position of smug cynicism and to uncover the realities of the relationship for Africa and China; to look at why there is such a stark contrast between the African and Chinese position and the bulk of western analysis.
The recent increasing scrutiny of the Africa-China relationship has arisen from a convergence of newsworthy events. China’s relationship with Sudan and its policy of ‘non-interference’ has become a negative issue, with relation to increasing international focus on the conflict in the Darfur region. Last November’s China-Africa Summit and the recent holding of the African Development Bank meeting in Shanghai, combined with evidence of the increasing economic ties, such as the incredible 39% jump in Africa-China trade in 2005, have illustrated to the rest of the world the importance of this relationship to both China and Africa. In a wider sense, increasing interest is also due to recognition that China-African relations could serve as a test of China as an international power; what its potential role and impact will be.
Though China-Africa cooperation has only recently become a recognised dynamic in international relations, it does have historical and ideological significance to both sides; it is not simply a soulless marriage of convenience. The People’s Republic of China supported a number of the anti-colonial independence movements in Africa. This history and China’s own claims of struggles with colonialism, as well as China’s status as a developing country, give it a claim of a special solidarity with Africa and an awareness of African concerns through analogous experience. This feeling of solidarity is part of a growing recognition on the part of developing countries that they could benefit from cooperation to mutual benefit, without the resentment from colonial exploitation.
Note: footnotes have been omitted.

Working out Ways of Communicating Ideas

In all of the contemporary music studies units, and in other units such as HIST480: History Media and Methods, students choose the media they would like to use to communicate their ideas and solutions to problems. Modern History students have proposed films, museum exhibitions and websites. In professional work placements, those students have an opportunity to apply their research and communication skills towards the production of public histories, as with the entry written for the forthcoming history of Sydney project, included below.  Industry activities are routinely included in contemporary music studies units as well. In 2006, contemporary music students of all levels were invited to compose and record tracks for a CD, produced under the DCMS label. Students in MUS209: Music Business—an online external unit—designed, produced and marketed that CD, including a live music launch. Recording and production is currently underway for DCMS 2007. A copy of 2006 DCMS CD is enclosed.
CHN157: History Media and Methods
Entry on La Perouse to be published as part of the History of Sydney Project, An Extract

For many people, the history of La Perouse is closely linked with ideas about nation and identity. Captain Phillips’s first landing site was Kurnell, just opposite La Perouse and thus for many Australians it is an apt place to celebrate the birth of Sydney in 1788. And it is at La Perouse that the ill-fated French navigator, after whom the place was named, arrived just days after Phillip. This has led to reflections about what might have happened if Captain La Perouse had arrived before Phillip. For many European Australians, memories of La Perouse involve images of hardship and struggle: it was here that hundreds of unemployed people camped during the depression and again after the Second World War. Underlying and intertwined with these memories, are the histories of Aboriginal Australians, which have often been silenced in histories written about La Perouse. For many Aboriginal people, La Perouse is a place that marks a significant beginning. It is a different sort of beginning, not a triumphant story of the coming of civilisation, but rather one of the beginning of the invasion, of dispossession and degradation. Yet, it is the only Sydney suburb where Aboriginals have kept their territory from settlement until today and its history is a story of the survival of culture and a race in the face of European invasion.

Self-Assessment

Students in ENGL218: Creative Writing 1, as well as other units such as SPN101: Introductory Spanish, HIST243/366: History on Film and JPN110: Introductory Japanese engage in self-assessment across the semester and across units. In ENGL218, students submit a short piece of creative writing, and then a self-reflective comment about that writing. In their reflections, students are encouraged to talk about how they selected the topic for writing, their processes of writing, how they tried to address issues they encountered. An example of student reflection follows.
ENGL218: Creative Writing 1, Example 1

“I began this task with two thoughts—‘Oh my God, I have no ideas’ and ‘I think I’ll write a poem’. The former because that was the case and the latter because I always seem to write prose, and felt I should give poetry more of a chance.
I got my initial idea by staring into space, which turned out to be my Beatles/Abbey Road poster on the wall in front of me. I liked the idea of using a visual object as a stimulus, but had no idea what. Eventually I decided to do a word association on the poster. I started by writing down everything I saw, and then let my imagination take over eg. The tarmac on the road has a gold light to it from the sun, therefore (in my mind) making the Beatles look like they’re walking on money.  

However, by the time I finished the word association, I was none the wiser and I went back to staring at the poster. It was then that I looked at the figure of George Harrison and realised his hand was outstretched as if he was holding an invisible guitar. I began to wonder what an invisible guitar would sound like, and suddenly came up with the phrase ‘Invisible Music’. This became the title of my poem. 

I began to think about what invisible music was. I decided that everything has its own rhythm and thus it’s own music. And so I chose to describe the music of three things: Love, Fighting and Sadness. As I was writing the poem, I realised that each thing had a different instrument associated with it. And so I formed a little band, with the piano, drums and guitar corresponding to love, fighting and sadness. I ended up rewriting the poem twice. The first time was more of a brainstorming session and then second time I wrote my final copy. I spent a bit of time on the last line as I wasn't sure how to set it out, and thus tried a few ways. I am happy with the final piece.”

Role Play

Students in Politics and International Relations units such as POL266: Middle-East Politics examine the domestic politics of the Middle East, and the intellectual and ideological currents that shape those politics through role play. Students select figures that they would like to represent, research their views and decisions and then participate in an online simulation of a policy discussion.

Online, Local and International Engagement

Most units in Humanities are supported by online components. In HIST247: European History from the French Revolution to Fascism, students coordinate and lead the online discussion of unit materials. They post discussion questions and provide feedback on the responses offered. In other units such as HIST254: World Contacts and Interactions, HIST359: World Histories and GMN287: Intermediate German I, students engage in online discussions with students in Boston, Leipzig and Essen. These discussions are valued highly by students who live in remote, regional communities in NSW, and by students for whom international exchange is ruled out because of work and family responsibilities. Students enrolled in language and the international studies program are required to complete overseas study programs, but it is also worth noting that in AHST310: Archaeological fieldwork, students participate in excavations in Egyptian sites such as Saqqara and actively contribute to research findings in Egyptology.

Student-Centred Activities in Lectures

Lectures in the units AHST103: Rome: From Republic to Empire, AHST234: From Constantine to Theodora: Church and State in Late Antiquity and HIST115: An Introduction to World History are punctuated by activities in which, for example, students handle artefacts, formulate questions about them and both predict and reflect on the role of those objects in the lecture.
Student-Led Initiatives in Learning and Teaching

One of the more notable student-led initiatives in learning and teaching is the Telemachus Ancient History Mentoring Program. This student-run program, now in its sixth year of operation, offers academic and personal support to all first-year Ancient History students on a one-to-one basis. The Mentors—or ‘Tele’s Angels’—provide peer assistance and support to first year students, encouraging them not only to make the transition to university study and research, but connecting them with the academic community at Macquarie. This complements the ‘Mentors at Macquarie’ program, which does not offer subject-specific guidance. Inspired by the success of the ‘Angels’ and ‘Mentors at Macquarie’ programs, the Division of Humanities Learning and Teaching Committee has sought to expand mentoring programs for staff and students. Tele’s Angels and the Mentors at Macquarie representatives are currently working with the Masters in International Relations management committee to offer a mentoring program for first year postgraduate students. Further, the initiatives undertaken by students in mentoring now inform the new staff teaching mentors scheme in the Division.

Anecdotally, most student-centred activities in the Division are ‘transactional’ in nature.
 That is, teachers and students are regarded as jointly responsible for learning, and students are expected to gradually assume more responsibilities. Who takes the lead is decided interactively by monitoring the capabilities and willingness of students to regulate their own learning. More help might be needed when learners lack domain-specific prior knowledge or when previously learners’ self-regulation capacities have been insufficiently called upon. Student-centred activities take place in a number of contexts, from practical classes to lectures. Finally, as stressed above, students also take the lead, and have encouraged staff to become active learners.

Prepared by 
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Associate Dean for Learning and Teaching

23 July 2007
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