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_How to Learn in College:
Lattle Groups, Many Tests

By EDWARD B.FISKE

Some relatively simple changes
in teaching methods can produce
significant gains in learning for
college students, according to a
study made public yesterday by
Harvard University.

The researchers reported that
coflege students do their best in
courses that inciude “frequent
checkpoints’” like quizzes, tests
and oral exams.

They also thrive, the study re-
ported, when -they do at least
some of their studying in small
groups rather than logging long,
solitary hours of study in a li-
brary,

““The widely held myth that col-
lege students prefer courses
where they are left alone to work
on their own with relatively few
exams or papers is just that, a
myth,” Prof. Richard J. Light of
the Graduate School of Education
and the Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment, who directed the
project, said in an interview.

Mid-Course Corrections

Jeremy Sevareid, a sophomore
who is majoring in history and
government, said, ““I had one
class where we had papers due
every three weeks. That meant
we really had to have a handle on
the material, and if we didn't, it
showed immediately.”

The researchers reported that
faculty members also benefited
from occasional feedback. They
recommended that professors
ask students to write a ‘‘one-
minute paper” at the end of each
teaching session describing ‘‘the
big point you learned today'* and

‘‘the main unanswered question
you still have."”

**Such an execcise helps the stu-
dent to focus on the central
themes of the course and gives
the faculty member the chance to
make mid-course corrections in
their teaching,’” Mr. Light said.

The findings grew out of Har-
vard Assessment Seminars, a
project initiated three years ago
by Harvard's president, Derek C.
Bok, to promote more internal
examination of teaching, advising
and student life.

Organizing Their Thoughts

Noel Ignnatiev, an instructor in
history and literature, said he
tries to give his classes a short as-
signment every week. *“When stu-
dents have (0 write something —
even if it's not graded — it com-
pels them to organize their
thoughts and take some responsi-

-bility for how the class goes," he

said.

The first summary of the study,
“The Harvard Assessment Semi-
nars: Explorations With Students
and Faculty about Teaching,
Learning and Student Life,” was
made public yesterday.

Here are several other find-
ings:,

gStudents who devote a lot of
time to intramural sports and
other extracurricular activities
have higher morale, but no lower
grades than those who are less ac-
tive. The only exception is mem-
bers of varsity teams, who have
slightly lower grade point aver-
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ages than non-athletes.

qContrary to widespread belief, fac-
ulty members are ‘“willing, even
eager’’ to use new technology like com-
puters and videodisks, but their good
intentions usually work only when pro-
fessors are backed by an ‘‘expert”
skilled in the juse of technology In
standard courses.

9Men and women contrast sharply in
how they study and what they expect
front college. Two-thirds of the men in
the study but less than a quarter of the
women said they wanted academic ad-
visers who '‘make concrete and direc-
tive suggestions,’”’ the researchers re-
ported. By contrast, nearly three-quar-
ters of the women but only 30 percent
of the men value advisers who will
‘“take the time to get to know me per-
sonally.”

As Teaching Was Faulted

The researchers also reported that
male students’ overall satisfaction
with college was closely tled to how
well they did academically, while that
of women was “influenced far more by
personal relationships and by informal
encounters and meetings with faculty
I'and advisers."

The seminars were created at a time

of growing public criticism of the qual-

ity of undergraduate teaching at Amer-
ican colleges and universitles.

Education authorities in at least one
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state, Missourl, are requiring public
universities to give tests of general
knowledge to entering freshmen and to
give similar follow-up tests to deter-
mine how much the students have
learned. . . .
The Harvard Assessment Seminars
rejected the Idea of trying to determine

what students know in favor of deter-

mining the conditlons under which stu-
dents do the best work. Instead of what
the students know, the professors want

Trying to learn
what college
students “know”’
is very difficult.

to know what makes the processes
more effective. Trying to ascertaln stu-
dents' historical perspective and liter-
ary sensitivity, for instance, is difficult
to measure at the college level, espe-
clally with standardized tests. .
Participants split into eight sub-
groups to conduct research on such
topics as how .to improve classroom
teaching. Interviews were held with a
random sample of 365 Harvard under-
graduates, and questionnaires and logs

were kept by students on how they
spent their time.

More than 100 faculty members and
administrators took part in the semi-
nars, about half of them from Harvard
and the rest from more than 20 other
colleges. .

The major overall finding, Mr. Light
sald, was that ‘small changes In teach-
Ing format can lead to significant gains
for students.”

The Courses They Like

The researchers reported that stu-
dents have "remarkably clear and co-
herent |deas” about the courses that
they like and respect. They like courses
that are "“academically demanding”
but also offer frequent opportunities to
revise and improve their work as they
go along, the study sald.

They learn best, It found, ‘*when they
have a chance to submit an early ver-
sfon of thelr work, get detalled feed-
back and criticism and then hand in a
final version for a grade.” Such an ap-
proach, the study sald, Is most readily
applied In courses In which students
write papers — but quizzes, tests, brief
vmvma and oral examinations will also
work.

The Smaller the Better

The report emphasized that a “quick
turnaround’’ was imperative. 'Receiv-
Ing the same Information two or three
weeks later simply doesn’t help as
much,” it stated. .

The grades of students who studied
alone were compared with those of stu-
dents who studied in groups of four to
six. Invarlably, the researchers report-
ed, ‘‘students who study in small
groups do better than students study-
ing alone."”

For example, in Mora! Reasoning 30,
*Jesus and the Moral Life,” Prof. Har-
vey Cox gives three lectures a week ;-
he then divides students into sections of -
about 20 each for another meeting led
by graduate students to discuss that
week's readings. In 1988, he also of-
fered students the option of attending
sesslons made up of five students who
took turns leading the group with fac-
ulty members on hand. :

The report said videotapes of the
various sessions showed that students
in relatively small groups spoke more’
often, asked more questions and were
generally '‘more engaged" than those
inthe larger groups.

It was suggested that faculty mem-
bers organize study groups. The re-
searchers said that ‘‘students should
think twice if they find themselves
spending all their study time working
alone.”

“When lots of people are throwing
out ideas, it helps you see n:\ﬁ.wsp
nnEu to a problem,” sald Sanfiv Kink-

abwala; a junior who {5 majoring in
applied math. "'In studying the humani-
ties, I don‘t find it yseful, because |
need to read things by myself to under-
stand them."”




