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Fac
Hi everyone, and welcome to our class teacher meeting.  We want to talk about participation in classes today.  Sometimes even with our best attempts the students just don’t want to speak and they’re quiet.  
ABF
That’s true.  Yes, I remember during my first classes I was asking all these open questions, the students just remained very very quiet, and this created a lot of very awkward silences.  So then I thought basically a good thing to do was to try to make them to participate as a group to lower a little bit the pressure.  Yeah, I started basically taking votes.  

NM
That seems to be a very good approach.  Whenever I face like hesitance to answer a direct question what I try to do is deconstruct the question into its parts.  So I always have the feeling that I need to understand better where the student got lost or where they stopped thinking along.  And just to give you a very like stylised example of like in an Economics class what could happen - if you asked someone the direct question ‘Okay what’s the price elasticity of demand of that given demand curve?’ and the students are like ‘I’ve no idea, what is it?  I don’t want to say anything’.  I feel that you have to … it can help to kind of work your way backwards and try to deconstruct it step by step, starting at ‘Okay so what’s the concept of the demand elasticity?’  If the student cannot answer, you try to go back one step further ‘So what exactly is a demand curve and like how does it relate to its slope?’  If that cannot be answered, go back one step further ‘Okay how did you obtain the demand curve in the first place?’ right.  I mean this is just like a very … as I said it’s an example, usually you don’t have to go further than once or twice back.  And then from there onwards you get a really good feeling, okay what has been understood, what hasn’t, and you can build on that step by step.  It sounds to me like a very long and tedious procedure, but actually as I said it’s usually pretty short, and it ensures that everybody’s back on board.  What I most often forget is actually that when there’s one student who is lost there’s most likely to be more of them, they’re just like better at hiding the fact.  
MM-D
Exactly.  Well what I try to do is to match students to questions.  So for this to be possible I really need to know who can be asked very hard questions and who really doesn’t want to participate at all.  So the key thing is to really know your students in order to say make these questions interactionally easier.  

SC
Yeah and not just that, but sometimes they don’t want to kind of come forward and ask questions or participate, but other times they’re just tired or bored or you have a morning class, something like that.  And just to you know like increase the energy in the room I’ve had two things work out pretty successfully.  So one is to ask students to come up to the board … and this especially works if you have a not too long problem set, but one where there might be something repetitive.  And then you just have multiple students come up and do it in one go.  And then you can have the most confident students kind of come up to the board and tell everyone else ‘Hey pay attention, look out for mistakes, help them out’ - and that tends to get people’s energy levels up.  And then the other thing is if you feel like maybe half your class hasn’t done the problem set perhaps, and I tell them ‘Okay form groups and talk with each other’ … you know I ask a question, nobody can answer, I’m like ‘Okay form groups, discuss with the people next to you and then see what happens’.  And then they’re kind of forced to engage with the material even if they haven’t previously done it.  
GX
Yeah.  So I think adjusting the teaching to the level of the students is really important.  So my sense is it’s better to cover a subset of a problem set and make sure that everything is crystal clear than trying to rush through everything.  I mean in the end the answer sheets are uploaded, they are available so people can look at them, so I think it’s really important just to cover the things that most people still need some additional help on.  And in that sense sometimes for example when there’s one really really difficult problem set and question and you know there’s one or two students who really can … you know have worked on this, but the rest didn’t even get to that part, then it’s better to just skip that part and go through the first part more thoroughly.  

Fac
How do you make sure you make the best use of the class time you have available?  

MM-D
Well I think Guo raised a very important point which relates very closely to time management.  So I think it’s important to try to focus on where many students have difficulties.  So firstly I start my classes writing you know these key concepts and learning goals, so just on the board and I say ‘Guys, this is what you really need to know at least.  So these are the basics, so please do focus on them.  And if they are not clear at the end of the class you are super welcome to come to office hours’.  So secondly what I do is I try to target and try to focus on the most important things, in the sense that after marking I know where students tend to struggle, as Guo said.  So not just one or two but the most common difficulties - these are my focus at the end of the day.  

SC
Yeah like what I find is we have to kind of balance these students who are too far ahead or too far behind with everybody else.  And when somebody is a bit too eager like you’re saying you’ve got two students who have actually worked through the hard part and they’re eager to show that they know, you know sometimes even go beyond the problems and say ‘Oh what about an extension of this theorem?’ or you know something … in that case I find it useful to kind of acknowledge their excitement, but at the same time to say ‘Okay I think we’re getting a bit too off track, let’s talk maybe after class, or come to office hours’ and this way you know you keep that engagement with that student, but you also don’t jeopardise everybody else’s learning. 

Fac
The point about office hours is a really important one.  The classes aren’t the only place where we interact with students.  There’ll always be a few students who just don’t want to speak in class.  And as long as they’re engaged in the learning process and they’re not simply lazy I think we need to accept that as well, and then we can try to engage those students outside of classes.  So thanks very much for participating and for your excellent ideas.  I hope you’ve helped each other with your contributions.  Thanks.  
(End of discussion) 
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