Engaging diverse learners through purposeful group work activities in an interdisciplinary unit
Introduction. This paper evaluates a learning design intervention that responded to an interdisciplinary unit that was challenged significantly due to enrolment of students from both scientific and non-scientific backgrounds. The intervention involved design of an interactive classroom pedagogy and new authentic structure for assigning students to group activities.

Aims. To evaluate the effectiveness of interdisciplinary practical group activities in an elective interdisciplinary forensic science class.

Methods. A case study was used to evaluate the effect of this initiative on student engagement and perceptions. The study used mixed qualitative data collection methods, namely student surveys, focus groups, teacher reflections and classroom observations by learning designers.
Results. Results show students valued this initiative and felt they were able to learn from each other. Although it is difficult to identify impact on student learning outcomes compared to previous semesters, there was a significant increase in the level of engagement with the content and activities.
Discussion. Elective units at universities often attract diverse cohort of students. Forensic science units often generate a lot of interest due to numerous popular TV shows that glamourise the science. The student cohort in this unit was diverse, with varying levels of science knowledge. Feedback from previous semesters indicated that while some students were able to grasp the content relatively easily, many students from non-scientific backgrounds struggled with the content. A group work approach was used to engage all students, allowing students from different disciplines to work together on more authentic tasks while supporting each other to understand the content.

Teaching academics found it personally stimulating and the learning designers observed significantly improved classroom engagement. Student feedback indicated they would like to see the style of teaching replicated across all their units from year one. With some minor improvements this will become the normal teaching approach for this unit.
