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	Abstract (100 words)

	We outline the integrated skills development in a first year course at Lancaster University.  Whilst focusing on the whole class so as to encourage integration, this strategy consciously acknowledges the issues that international students face, and provides such students with opportunities to develop and practise particular key skills.  Our main finding is that international students will adapt more quickly and adopt effective strategies in undertaking coursework if focused and integrated study skills support is provided.  There is some increase in marking workload, but we have implemented strategies which enable timeliness in feedback, quality control, and sustainability in delivering such course elements. Submitted: July 2006.


	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative 

	The main first year introductory Accounting and Finance course has a very diverse student cohort (of up to 280 students), usually over a third of which are international students.  Roughly half of the class intend to major in Accounting and/or Finance and the remainder can come from any Department in the University (e.g. Languages, Law, or Philosophy).  In teaching this particular course, it was apparent to us that when international students arrive at University, many of the key skills required for success both in their degree and future careers are not fully developed.  

Also, employer feedback had suggested that issues we had considered important in relation to international students were also issues for other accounting students.  Typically students were found to be good at working on technical problems alone, but their communication, group-working, presentation and research skills, and wider contextual awareness, for example, were poor.  In response to this, the main first year Accounting and Finance course was redesigned to integrate a series of diverse and focused formative assessments with timely feedback and closely targeted and integrated study skills support, which addressed these aspects particularly for international students, but are also available to UK students.  


	Description of activity or initiative

	We initially identified a number of key generic skills (in addition to subject specific skills) which we wish students (particularly international students), to practise and develop during the first year on our course.  The intention is to provide such students a supportive environment to learn in and to apply the skills they have learnt.  This is achieved though task-focused study skills support and early feedback mechanisms on both an individual and class basis.  We considered that UK students would also benefit from this strategy, and that keeping the two groups together would help the felt integration into the degree programme for international students. 
Throughout the academic year, students are guided into a series of relatively small focused formative tasks which enable key skills development, required for success both in their degree and future careers. These include researching ‘live’ financial information about real companies and competitors and interactive group project working. They are assessed by regular, diverse and linked formative assessments such as multiple-choice testing, technical-testing, essay-writing, report-writing, group report-writing, project presenting, and self-evaluation.  
Throughout the year, we include whole class study skills sessions on key skills such as essay writing and referencing, report writing, group working and making presentations.  All of the study skills’ sessions are tightly scheduled at times to coincide with students’ preparation of the relevant assessed pieces of coursework.  This makes students aware of the importance of the sessions and ensures students see the practical relevance of these sessions. However, such sessions are designed to include some relevant materials particularly focused towards international students, for example, support on academic reading, writing and referencing skills are included. 
In addition to the targeted study skills sessions, the provision of appropriate individual and group feedback on work is vitally important.  All students receive timely individual structured feedback on each piece of coursework submitted preceded by immediate group-wide overall feedback on the coursework tasks.  Targeted task-focused study skills support and early feedback mechanisms, on both an individual, group and class basis, are designed to help students themselves to quickly diagnose how well they are developing the particular skills and also what aspects of the skills’ development they need help with for future assessments.  
In the group wide feedback sessions, general issues on how students’ approached the tasks are discussed and any overall concerns of the course director are raised.  We have found this particularly useful, for example, for highlighting to the whole group excellent student approaches in their presentations, particular issues of referencing, and examples of how to avoid plagiarism.  This more immediate feedback loop is an integral part of the learning structure of this course and ensures the skills are reinforced at a time very close to the task completion.  This ensures skills are integrated into the students’ skill portfolio, which they will use again on later assessments and future courses. For international students, in particular, specialist one-to-one feedback counselling is employed, supplementing our overall integrative class-wide strategy. 
The study skills and overall feedback sessions are run jointly by the course lecturer and a member of the specialist teaching and learning centre at the University.  This ensures specialist learning and subject specific expertise are most effectively combined.  Also any specific questions regarding the particular coursework assignments can be imaginatively dealt with during the session as the course lecturer is available.  Without such interlacing, students often fail to see the specific practical relevance of more abstract sessions and may be tempted to think they do not apply to them.

The introduction of this study skills’ development orientation into the course not only involved the re-design of class delivery, but also the re-design of the course assessment element.  Assessment on this course now involves a number of relatively small, focused, but meaningful tasks which enable the practising of identified key generic skills as well as the testing of subject specific skills and knowledge.  This complements the contiguous study skill support, timely feedback, and appropriate counselling support described earlier. This strategy enables all students actively to develop and practise key skills very early on in their university career.  For example, we require a small general issue essay which requires students own research and referencing, and a group report early in the first term, which is particularly important for international students. 
Such an integrated and connected course design strategy also had major implications for the management of the course.  With such a large cohort and our imperative to maintain timely feedback strategies, we had to rely on a tutoring team of up to six tutors to assist us in meeting our objectives.  This multi-tutor team comprises relatively inexperienced teachers and in the design they are heavily involved in ensuring the timely feedback process is effective, as well as delivering many of the tutorial classes for the course, which is discussed further below.
Overall, we have found that students have responded well to this integrated strategy, and feedback from evaluation questionnaires has been very positive, in particular from international students.  The use of such an integrated framework of key skill tasks, formative assessments, study skill support, team-managed feedback has had clear benefits and we believe our approach is transferable to most, if not all, subject areas where there are a significant numbers of international students in large, diverse classes. Attention and sensitivity to structuring of assessments is necessary to ensure such students receive ongoing effective and timely tasks, support, and reinforcing feedback.  


	Evaluative comments

	This initiative was implemented fully for the first time in 2002 and has been adjusted each year based upon our reflections. Initially we identified the needs of international students, and our intention of the overall framework of focused assessments, integrated study skills’ sessions and effective feedback structures was primarily to help the large numbers of international students on the course ease their integration into the Lancaster University.  

However we found that these skill development needs overlapped to a significant extent with those of UK students, though there are clear differences in some dimensions and extent. Our experience and formal and informal feedback received continues to lead us to believe that a whole-class solution supplemented by extra dimensions of focused support best caters for international students and ensures they do not feel separated from the whole class.  As another example of focused extra support, we use computer-based accounting packages to supplement (but not replace) the main course content, particularly to help international students at the outset of their studies learn terminology with confidence at their own pace. 

We have found, however, that all students, irrespective of their educational background, have communicated that they have found this integrated strategy of great value, including students on other degree schemes. We believe this is because the support and feedback sessions are tailored to students’ specific needs and the coursework tasks which they are completing at any given time.  Study skills’ sessions for programmes are often provided to students during the first week of term in a generic sense, but we do not believe this to be appropriate.  Our key finding is that by closely integrating key skill tasks and study skills sessions into the course curriculum itself, the quality of students’ work improves and the learning process is enhanced far beyond using abstract study skills sessions. Though the integrated study skills elements are provided to everybody, as we expected, feedback questionnaires analysed by nationality suggest that international students find this element the most helpful.  Through the regular and ongoing and developing nature of the tasks on the course, our experience is that students’ motivation is maintained and that the overall quality of the work submitted has improved.  This is advantageous to both lecturers and students alike, but has not been at zero cost to the course.  
The use of more regular coursework assignments has inevitably led to an increase in marking workload on this course.  However, this is kept within manageable bounds as the course has used more tutorial assistant graders.  The use of our tutoring team as grading assistants presents issues of comparability and consistency in marking, which we have managed and successfully overcome.  To promote this a structured system of ‘test’ marking is carried out by the markers.  Lecturers and the markers marking a sample of identical scripts.  Then the marking team discuss any difficulties in the marking guidelines provided (incidentally, these must be quite complete marking guidelines to ensure consistency) and agree marks for the identical individual pieces of coursework.  This discussion is vital as it ‘irons out’ most inconsistencies in marking style, gives markers confidence, and enables the course director to re-emphasise key points in marking.  

Also to aid consistency for many types of assessment, a common marking feedback template is completed by the marker to provide consistent structured feedback to students.  This marking template assesses a number of appropriate feedback criteria on a five point scale (e.g. for essays considering structuring and referencing; for presentations, clarity and quality of visual aids).  There is also a section which must be filled in with individual comments.  We have found that this pre-structured template provides time-effective feedback to students and structures the marking task for less experienced markers. The course director will review marks after each task’s marking process is complete for quality control purposes.  Although not perfect, we have found that this is the only way we are able to provide regular and appropriate feedback on a timely basis to students in large diverse international classes.  




	Advice to others

	We have found that the use of regular coursework assessments to assess / practise a variety of skills, together with study skills support, has been excellent at motivating international students and increasing the quality of their submitted work.  However without the use of grading assistance from our tutoring team, this would not be sustainable in large groups of undergraduate students.  If such assistance were not available, we could simply not run this type of assessment or provide the feedback quickly enough to promote motivated student learning. Also it has proved important and effective to make available one-to-one feedback counselling to international students after each group feedback session.
We have presented our course structure and the use of integrated study skills sessions in a number of Continuing Professional Development Sessions at the University.  A number of colleagues have commented on the innovativeness of our approach and many have said that they can see how it can be applied and are keen to ‘try out’ some of our approaches in their particular subject area.
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