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Background on the Pedagogic Service

The Pedagogic Service is a project of the Science Education Resource Center (SERC) at Carleton College and part of the National Science Digital Library sponsored by the National Science Foundation. The goal of the Pedagogic Service is to encourage educators to reflect critically on their own teaching practices and to support them in exploring new pedagogies. A library of pedagogic methods (modules) and activities that exemplify each method were built on a model which was used for the geosciences. The library currently contains over 30 different modules and over 700 examples. The activity collection is dominated by the original collection from the geosciences, but it also includes examples from statistics, physics, biology, and mathematics.

The complete library is available through a web portal titled Pedagogy in Action (serc.carleton.edu/sp/index.html). Additionally, partners in the Pedagogic Service can use the library to create customized pedagogic portals for their own websites. Each portal links together information about pedagogic methods with examples of their use. Partners can draw from the existing library to build collections relevant to their own communities and they can contribute new modules and activities to be made available for other partners to use. The service is intended to foster a community of practice around the challenges of engaging educators in meaningful consideration of pedagogy.

Purpose and Summary

The purpose of interviewing users of the Pedagogic Service was to supplement other evaluation data collected from interviews with Pedagogic Service partners and from a survey completed by individual contributors of modules and activities to the web portal libraries. By focusing on the user experience, these interviews were intended to provide insights that SERC, the partners, and future contributors could draw upon to improve the content and utility of the Pedagogic Service. Additionally, it was expected that the findings from these interviews could be compared to previous evaluation findings from other SERC projects to help identify general website use themes that occur across the various collections within SERC.
While the findings in this report should not be considered definitive, they do reveal some useful insights regarding what users valued about the Pedagogic Service website and how they used it. Primarily, these users valued the quality, quantity, and diversity of the collections, which provided them with a place to go for different perspectives and ideas about teaching. Some users also mentioned using the website as a follow-up to a workshop they attended. The vetting process that contributions must go through meant that they could be confident in using the information and materials that they found posted in the collections. Most of the users interviewed were also contributors and mentioned that they used the SERC collections to help in developing their modules and activities.
Simply using the website was not reported as a strong factor that influenced any teaching changes, but use was reported as a means to support faculty already looking to improve their teaching. These users reported that it served as a tool that they used to adapt new information and materials for their classes. It may be that the website was more fundamentally influential on the teaching behavior of newer teachers as indicated by the one user who had only been teaching for three years.

The teaching uses mentioned by these users included:

· To learn about pedagogy and teaching methods;
· To look for ideas for teaching activities;
· To find examples, exercises, and activities that they could use in class;
· To find references and citations;
· To develop new materials; and

· To develop their own contributions to the Pedagogic Service.

In addition to their teaching uses, these users reported sharing specific information and activities that they found and referring others to the site in general. A couple of users also reported using the site for faculty professional development on their campuses. These users were much less likely to report using the website for their own career development or as a networking tool. That was more likely to occur via the workshops. Contributors also spoke of the greater degree of networking that occurred through the process of making their contribution rather than as a user of the website.

Everyone one of the users interviewed indicated a high level of satisfaction with the SERC collections. Several of them offered constructive suggestions to help improve the user experience. 
Interview and analysis methods

Users were identified from two different sources to be invited for interviews. Fourteen contributors were identified from those who completed the contributor survey in June of 2010 and indicated that they were users of the Pedagogic Service. These contributor-users were selected to try to get a broad representation of the projects to which they contributed. Of those fourteen, six completed an interview. Twenty-six users were identified from a pop-up survey incorporated into the Pedagogic Service pages over the summer of 2010 in which respondents were asked for their professional status, how they had successfully used a SERC website, and what they teach. Further, they could provide their email address if they were willing to answer follow-up questions. Three of those users completed an interview over the phone and one user located outside of the United States provided written responses to the interview questions via email.
Two of the users identified from the pop-up survey indicated that they were also contributors to the Pedagogic Service. Thus, eight of the users interviewed were contributors and two of the users had not contributed.

The interview guide was developed to assess each user’s reasons for going to the site, their use of the website specifically for teaching, any changes they had made in their teaching, the value of the site, new ideas or materials that they may have developed, their use of the website for professional networking, and any sharing of the website with others (see Appendix for the questions). Interviews followed an open dialogue format in which the interviewer would ask additional questions to probe or clarify answers provided by the users. Each interview was recorded and transcribed for analysis. The exception was for the one user who answered the questions via email.
The analysis consisted of grouping user responses by topic and then reviewing the responses within each topic for themes, individually enlightening responses, and additional groupings. This report presents the findings of that analysis and attempts to represent the collective experiences of the ten users. Some findings may represent the majority of users interviewed, while the responses of as few as one user may be reported as well. The intention of the report is not to strictly characterize agreement among the users, which would dilute the findings, but to also highlight the insights uncovered by the interviews which can help to improve the understanding of how teaching faculty use the Pedagogic Service and the other collections managed by SERC.
Limitations

This report is of the collective qualitative responses to interview questions with 10 users of the Pedagogic Service. While all the users were identified by their use specifically of the collections in the Pedagogic Service, it is likely that some of their responses reflect their use of SERC collections beyond those of the Pedagogic Service. Interviews conducted for other SERC projects have found that users often do not recall which project’s collections they have been using.

It is also possible that their recall of how they have actually used the website collections may not be entirely accurate. This does not mean that the users interviewed intentionally provided false information, but only that they may have forgotten a particular use or that they perceived and answered a question differently than what was intended by the interviewer. 
Additionally, because of the small sample size and the nature of the qualitative evaluation the findings should not be interpreted as representative of a larger population of users. In combination with the partner interviews, the contributors’ survey, and other SERC evaluation findings of users, these findings may contribute to understanding the use of online collections of teaching methods and activities and the value that those collections provide to users.

Description of the interviewees

The interviewed users held the following teaching positions (number of users in parentheses): Professor (2), Associate Professor (4), Assistant Professor (1), Research Assistant Professor (1), Instructor (1), and Lecturer (1). Other positions held in addition to their teaching position were Assistant Dean (1), Department Chair (2), and Program Director (2). Eight users were located at U.S. institutions that offered four year college degrees or higher. One user was at a community college. One user was at a foreign four-year college. The primary disciplines of the users were economics (2), environmental studies (1), geology (3), general science (1), health (1), marine sciences (1), and mathematics (1).
The number of years of teaching experience ranged from 3 to 15 years with a median of 13 years. Eight of the users had between 10 and 14 years of teaching experience.

Eight of the users were contributors to the Pedagogic Service. Two of those contributors had not used the service prior to their involvement in making the contribution. Two of the users had not made a contribution. Of the six contributors who responded to a question in the contributor survey about plans to contribute again, four indicated that they did plan to do so and two indicated that they did not know. Both of the users who had not contributed expressed interest in making a contribution in the future.
The six users identified from the contributor survey had contributed activities to the following portals in the Pedagogic Service: Pedagogy in Action (2), Spreadsheets Across the Curriculum (2), Starting Point (1), and Starting Point – Economics (1). The four users indentified from the pop-up survey were visiting the following portals at the time of the survey: DataCounts!, Pedagogy in Action, Starting Point, and VisionLearning.
Value of the Pedagogic Service

I think the biggest value of the SERC website as opposed to just sort of Googling on the Internet is, at least what I have been pulling off of there, I feel pretty comfortable that it's been vetted by someone who knows something.  

The users interviewed valued the quality and level of the information and materials in the collections. They also valued the quantity and diversity of the materials and information on the site. It has been a resource to go to for others ideas and to get multiple perspectives with respect to teaching methods. It is a pedagogical resource for teaching activities in which they have confidence in the material knowing that it has been vetted. This was mentioned in contrast to much of the information that users found on the web, which two of the users referred to as “junk.” One user mentioned that the level of trust was such that the site could be used for last minute needs prior to class. This also speaks to the accessibility and adaptability of the site compared to other sources, which adds value to the quality of the content.
It’s improved the quality of the activities and the, and some of the materials that I have students do.  It has given me multiple perspectives on ways to teach things.  

Most of the users were experienced teachers and did not feel that any teaching changes they have made were due entirely to the website. Rather, they valued the website for the support that it provided to them in making teaching changes that were inspired by a workshop or other means. The website was supportive of their teaching philosophy and confirmed that they were on the right track. The cross discipline applicability of the methods and activities allowed them to improve their own toolboxes of teaching activities. A couple of users specifically mentioned the affective learning domain and metacognition as two topic areas which had such crossover. Another topic area of interest mentioned by two users was the process of science.
The least experienced teacher of the group of users discussed the value of the website for new teachers early in their careers. The website filled a gap in teacher preparation that was not addressed in graduate school.
And I really like having that, because as I’m sure you know, there’s effectively no real teaching training done for professors, and so I have really, you know, any knowledge that I have of, sort of, theory, comes, probably exclusively from the SERC site.  

And so I got here, and thought, well, what are the models I have?  I have the guy who taught me my undergraduate curriculum.  I have the guy who taught the graduate curriculum that I assisted with and there were good sides and bad sides to both of those.  And I think I modeled my first course sort of an amalgamation of those two things.  But having the SERC website offered a third possibility, which was great, because it’s really more than a third possibility, because it’s a lot of different people chiming in with different things.
Teaching outcomes associated with using the Pedagogic Service

Experienced teachers were using the website as a tool to support their teaching. Users were hesitant to attribute teaching changes that they had made entirely to their use of the website. However, when asked to describe how their teaching had changed since they started using the website, some of them mentioned changes in their perspective, philosophy, and approach to teaching. 
I don’t know if I would attribute everything that I’m doing differently to the things that I get from the SERC website necessarily, but I’ve been sort of shifting what I do to be more project based, and I’m thinking about really changing the way I’m teaching this fall and really trying to use some of the stuff on the SERC website as a pattern, to sort of try that, this experiment.

A few users provided specific examples of adapting the information and materials from the Pedagogic Service. They described teaching activities, exercises, and tools that they found on the website and then modified to fit the needs of their classes. A couple of users clearly stated that their classes had become more activity focused with less time spent lecturing since they started using the website.
You might not notice a huge difference from class, in some, but certainly there’s that class that I put together where you would notice a lot more activities, a lot more things to do, and a lot less of me lecturing.  And the number of activities at the SERC website made that possible.
Reasons for using the Pedagogic Service

Two things, one is obviously saving time.  I don’t have to reinvent the wheel, as it were.  And the second thing is improving the quality of my teaching and the teaching I do by taking other people’s good ideas and either adopting or modifying my ideas using them.  It improves my instruction.

The most common reason that users would go to the SERC website collections was the quality of the resource. Other reasons included that it saved time and was a source for learning about pedagogy and teaching methods. Follow-up from attending a workshop was another reason cited, which confirmed the findings from other SERC evaluations that the website has served as an extension of the workshops. 
A couple of the contributors mentioned that the contribution was their reason for going to the website, which included looking at other contributions for ideas and to see how others presented their activities.
Description of Pedagogic Service uses

The uses of the SERC website that the six users responding to the contributor survey reported were to refine or change their teaching methods (5), to use the teaching activities (5), and to use activities/modules outside of their major discipline (4). Responding to a similar question in the pop-up survey, the other four users reported that they successfully used a SERC website to find new activities in their class (3) and to find information on teaching methods (3). The responses during the interviews were consistent with those survey responses. Users also commented on using the website as a referral source to share with others and to network professionally.
Teaching uses

The users reported using the website to learn about pedagogy and teaching methods, to look for ideas, to find examples, exercises, and activities to use in class, and to find references and citations. Additionally, the users reported using the website as part of their own development of materials. 

Usually I’m looking for either specific examples, I have something that I know I want to do and I’m looking for data or ideas about how to do it, or I have something that I am already doing and I’m looking to improve the ways that I do it.  So those are usually the two reasons why I visit the site.

Whether they were developing new materials, modifying existing materials, or looking for ready to use materials, it can be inferred that all of the users were learning about teaching methods just by accessing the modules and activities. The experienced users indicated that they would go to the website to find different ways of teaching, to get ideas, and to improve their own materials. The user with the least amount of teaching experience stated using the site as a place to learn about pedagogy, especially early in that user’s career.
Idea searching included looking for different ways to modify their teaching, prepare for teaching, improve their teaching, and improve their materials. A common search method was to look at what others were doing in their classes and compare that to what the user was currently doing or to their own ideas.
So I use it to look what other people are doing and then sort of incorporate any of those, any ideas that I see on there.  Maybe it’s as simple as looking at their wording on instructions of a similar exercise or extending something or getting data, anything like that.

Descriptions of using the collections to find materials for use in class included looking for examples, exercises, or activities that were different from the ones they were currently using either to adopt wholesale or to modify for their own assignments. In some cases, users looked for materials that would add diversity to their teaching tools and in other cases they looked for specific types of materials such as a data set or graphic to use as a teaching aid. One user described finding an exercise that they thought would work and then contacting the author to help them in modifying the example for use in their class.
Referring and sharing the information with others

In addition to teaching these two classes, I also coach and mentor a number of investigators in reference to constructing their proposals for submission to outside funding agencies.  And so, for me, this website is a marvelous opportunity to steer additional individuals to the website that they can make use of the information and integrate that information into their proposals.

Users reported extensive referral and sharing of the SERC collections with other faculty on campus, colleagues beyond campus, current students, and former students. This included directing them to specific activities or the website in general. The users who were in administrative positions described referring faculty to the website for professional development purposes to help shift the campus culture more toward the teaching methods found in the modules. 
I’ve shared it with all the faculty in my department.  A number of them are new.  I will be sharing it with all the new faculty at my institution through the faculty development programming.

Another way in which users reported sharing their experiences with the SERC website collections was via professional meetings and conferences during discussions. The feedback that these users reported receiving as a result of their referrals and sharing was positive and a couple of users indicated that those with whom they shared the site where now heavy users and making contributions.
Networking

Users were asked whether their use of the Pedagogic Service had enhanced their professional networks. While a couple of users did state that it strengthened their networks and one user reported using the website to connect with the authors of contributions, for the most part they were reluctant to credit simply using the website with any impact on their networks. Contributors indicated that it was more the contribution process that helped them to build their networks, rather than their use of the collections, as the following contributor pointed out. 
I think the creation of it and my participation in it has enhanced my professional network more than using it.  Then again, part of that may simply, you may want to, how to phrase this, since I was a user and a creator, I think, I mean personally, I got more value added out of being with the creators as it was being done, just because I got to know them and what they were doing.  And there was inherent value in that.  

Users also seemed to use the workshops more for networking and career development in general than they did the website. However, a couple of users did articulate the connection between their use for learning about pedagogy and teaching methods their own professional development.
Suggestions

At the end of each interview, the users were given the opportunity to add any additional information. Most of them simply restated their satisfaction with the Pedagogic Service and the SERC website. A few offered suggestions for improvement.

· Add upper level topics for the economics portal.
· Allow users to leave comments or rate each activity.
· Promote the website more broadly to other disciplines beyond the traditional STEM disciplines.
· Improve the navigation by:

· Adding more links, and
· Making the links more intuitive.
One of the contributors also stressed the need to keep the rigor of the contribution process. This user indicated that while “it’s a pain in the neck to put things on it because so much information is asked for” it is what makes the material “so valuable.”
Appendix: Interview Guide

Name:





Phone:







Date:

Time:



Transcribed:
( Sent

( Received

My interest in talking with you is to learn about how you have used the modules and teaching activities on the SERC website and what aspects of the website have been useful to you in learning about teaching and preparing for teaching. 

( Recording OK?

(Confirm the following)

Position:

Institution:

Discipline:

Contribution status:
Module

Activity

None

1. How many years have you been teaching?:  ________

2. You indicated in the survey that you use the SERC website collections to 

_______________________________________________________________________. 

Are there any other reasons you would go to the site that I did not mention?

3. How do you use the SERC website specifically for teaching?

a (Probe for more information regarding specifics, motivation, success with use, outcomes, and timing.)

b (Probe for clues to SP2 use (teaching methods, activities, named methods).)

4. Have you started doing anything differently since you started using the SERC website? Such as? Specific to teaching?

5. What has been the value of using the SERC website?

a Confidence in teaching, new ideas and information, materials?

6. Can you describe to me any new ideas or materials you developed for teaching that were inspired by or that somehow involved using the SERC website?

7. Has your use of the SERC website enhanced your professional networks in any way?

a In what ways?

b Have you used the site as a career tool? How?

8. To what extent have you shared information from the SERC website with colleagues? Examples?

a With whom?

b What was their response?

9. (for users only) Have you considered developing and contributing your own teaching activity to one of the collections on the SERC website?

a Tell me about it.

b What would inspire you to make a contribution?

10. Is there anything else you would like to share about your use of the SERC website?
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