Rethinking compulsory courses to improve students experience: A case study in innovation for interdisciplinary multimodal delivery to diverse learner cohorts
Introduction. Tertiary teaching presents many challenges but these can be more acute for core curricula, subjects with adverse reputations, those catering to diverse cohorts and when offered in multi-mode. Research methods subjects often generate student anxiety or aversion and fail to engender intrinsic motivations. Teaching styles as well as augmented pedagogical strategies, drawn from empirical research, can assist in overcoming these hurdles.
Aims. This study evaluates strategies implemented in a compulsory postgraduate research methods subject that has at times encountered student apathy, and comprises learners from a multiplicity of disciplines, with differing prior knowledge. The longitudinal research compared changes in student experience resulting from the revamped structure, pedagogical style, flexible approach, authentic assessment, and active delivery innovations.

Methods. A reflective analytic process documented the changes to the curriculum design and delivery of this core subject. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of student teaching evaluation data across a ten-year period assessed mean scores, and a thematic analysis of comments appraised the feedback. Academic peer observations also contributed to the qualitative dataset.

Results. Significant increases in student satisfaction for the redesigned subject were derived from both quantitative and qualitative data. The thematic analysis found improved relevance of the content, benefits of the personalised delivery, and enhanced assessment authenticity, with student apathy dissipating in favour of positive reappraisals of doing research methods.

Discussion. These findings accord with the literature on active learning and learning by doing, and underscore the importance of flexibility, personalisation and relevance to transform student experience. The research informs curriculum development and assessment design and contributes to the scholarship of teaching and learning that are particularly apt given the current tertiary landscape.

