

The Impact of Academic Requirements on Deep Learning
Introduction/Background (Russ):

The purpose, or goal, of Honors 302 was to gain a deeper understanding of how learning occurs on the Buffalo State College campus and what were possible resolutions to some of the problems that students face in their efforts to become educated.  As the main goal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SOTL) as well, our work serves as a contribution to this movement of teachers and students investigating together to improve learning.  Throughout the semester we were encouraged to explore and analyze several problem statements that we felt were more than relevant to our campus and the educational processes that take place here.  It was through this exploration and our analytical thought processes that we arrived in our search for a deeper knowledge of how and why students learn the way they do.  

The problem statement that we chose to concentrate on and make attempts to better explain was, “How do the academic requirements of Buffalo State College, whether general education or in a selected major, influence a student’s decisions regarding opportunities for deep/extended learning while pursuing their education?”  We believe that this problem is relevant to our campus and this course specifically because the requirements of this institution are hindering the educational processes of its students.  We think that students need more freedom in their course selections and should have more influence in deciding which courses count toward receiving their degrees.  If it is the goal of this institution to foster diversity in “well rounded” individuals, then it must allow students room to grow and experience deep learning.
Methadology (Sarah and Rachael):
In order to successfully complete the Rapid Assessment Project which we have outlined above, a research team must be able to work together as a cohesive group. Our research team was made up of 5 students with different backgrounds and various majors, whose opinions and experiences helped to generate more questions, different angles to approach the interviews with and multiple perspectives to later analyze it (triangulation).  We sat in a circle, brainstorming ideas and topics surrounding our main question. We compiled our questions and formed a common interview format. While the interviews were structured in the sense of having a set of prepared, standard questions, they were also flexible in their nature.  Depending on their answers to certain questions, all of the interviewees were asked different and additional questions.  Each group member also had a hand in this decision process, each understanding that the interviewer is responsible for providing structure, and at the same time a forum in which ideas and stories can be shared. We also felt it was very important to be careful not to impose any ideas or values upon our subjects.  This allowed our interviews to flow without any major complications. It is important to not lose sight of this team attitude while conducting research. Our research team sat down together, once again, to develop our own techniques to maintain unity while conducting our research. As a whole, we decided to conduct 5-fifteen to thirty minute interviews, utilizing a 2 on 1 interview technique or 1 on 1 if that was not possible. We felt that this would ensure ease on behalf of the interviewee, as where focus groups sometimes put pressure on a subject to answer in a certain way.  Each group member therefore conducted an interview with a subject of their choice, with an additional group member present at each interview if possible to enhance triangulation. Our subjects were all of different genders, ages, and major types. We ensured these facts by creating a profile sheet which was to be filled out by each interviewee prior to the interview. This provided us with supplemental background information and was used as the basis for warm up questions. Varying our sources also ensured random sampling and therefore more thorough data collection. At each interview, we covered the questions, and took explicit notes on each. All interviews were tape recorded (to ensure nothing was missed in the notes) and transcribed by the primary interviewer the following day (or within 24 hours of the actual interview). Collecting data in this manner also worked to maintain a system of checks and balances on each group member. No researcher dominated the interviewing process, nor was any member of the group exempt from the interviewing process. The group also decided, as a whole, that each interviewer would allocate ample time to sit down with the interviewer in a quiet and comfortable atmosphere, being either a classroom or dormitory. If an interviewee felt at ease during the interview, we felt the data which we collected during that designated time was concrete, focused, and of the highest quality. The interviewees were all made aware of the confidentiality of the interview information and signed a consent form prior to beginning.  As we focused on the ongoing data analysis and as each interview was completed, we were also made aware of what questions needed to be probed in more depth. We each noted such instances, and altered our future interview questions accordingly. It is imperative to pay attention to this iterative process while conducting a Rapid Assessment Project.  In a sense, our entire problem statement and question became evidence of iteration, as our question evolved from “How do major requirements effect the decisions students make in regards to opportunities for deep learning?” to “How do academic requirements effect the decisions students make in regards to opportunities for deep learning?”.  We quickly realized that students felt deep learning was coming more from their major and that general education requirements were the ones hindering it, so we basically changed our whole approach. 
Data Analysis and Findings (Kim):
It is important to note that after we determined our methodology and began our data collection, we had a few assumptions and a hypothesis in mind.  We assumed that students would know what deep learning already was and that they would feel general education courses limited it, judging by the normal memorization and surface learning techniques of these classes.  We also assumed, however, that students wouldn’t really care about deep learning because they just want to “get in and get out.”  Our hypothesis was that academic requirements, though developed to enhance deep learning, were actually limiting it.  Too many requirements are attributed to the common “get in and get out” attitude held by students, not really caring about what they are learning or how to apply it to their lives.  

To begin our data analysis we typed all of the interviews and compiled them, looking for patterns to use as categories for coding.  To do this, we put all of our data into a chart with the questions and answers of all our interviewees.  We drew statistics and conclusions from this graph, as well as decided to use their similarities as our categories for coding.  Time (pink), money (black), motivational factors (purple), deep learning (blue), general education courses (pencil), advisement (green) and suggestions (orange) were our categories.
Our graph also enabled us to see any holes in our research, such as questions that weren’t answered or weren’t asked altogether.  This, in a sense, was where our iterative analysis came into play.  We cycled through the data, going back to questions we missed or incomplete data.  We also realized from this step any mistakes we made.  We realized we had boys and girls, mostly commuters, and not a diversity of student levels.  We didn’t have any seniors or enough on-campus residents, so we went back and interviewed a senior to make our findings more thorough and valid.  This is why our five planned interviews became eight!  We also realized that a couple of consent forms were missed, so we had to go back and get those filled out.  After this part of the RAP process was complete, we began to draw conclusions from our analysis.

We discovered exactly what we expected to find, which is that deep learning is not as prominent on this campus as it should be.  However, this is in part due to the fact that students don’t even know what deep learning is.  All (or 100%) of our interviewees did not know what deep learning was before we explained it, though two were able to make an educated guess.  Our group assumed students would know what it is since we learned about it in Hon 302, but this assumption caused problems in our research because how can a student engage in deep learning if he doesn’t even know what it is?  What was interesting though, is that all of the interviewees mentioned some kind of real-life application of the material taught in their courses, which is essentially what deep learning is.  This is why the only students who felt they had experienced deep learning had done so in their major, since they were interested in the material and could apply it to their lives.  As opposed to surface learning, the internal learning that comes from deep learning is some kind of lasting, transformative knowledge that can affect or change your life.  Despite student’s unfamiliarity with what deep learning actually is, they showed a definite interest in it.  This was shocking because we had assumed that students weren’t going to really care about deep learning, since most just seem to want to get in and get out of college.   Most of the subjects mentioned time as a limiting factor in experiencing deep learning, yet over half mentioned taking courses out of a personal interest or desire to do so, indicating students really do have a desire to learn.  A couple even said that they would take a course not required of them that they were truly interested in, even if it didn’t count toward graduation (mostly because it could lead to a career or major change for the student).  One subject actually took a course that didn’t count for anything and stated, “I am taking an Italian course this semester that is not required because I am going to Italy this summer…I wanted to learn another language and was motivated to do it because it actually interested me.  I actually took the time to study more and understand what was going on.”  This shows that student interest in a course and desire to learn can enhance opportunities for deep learning, as students not only do better but take more from it.
A main focus of our research was on the general education courses, since they seem to be defeating their purpose.  We found that none of the interviewees felt they had experienced deep learning in a general education course, mostly because of their nature.  As one of our interviewees said, “A 100-level class won’t really make you more knowledgable on a topic” (Buono, April 14).  In fact, most referenced the general education courses as a waste of their time and money.  A few also felt that these classes are forced upon them, defeating their purpose and not allowing them the freedom to chose what they want to take and are truly interested in.  One of our interviewees commented, “In my opinion, to make someone well-rounded they have to choose what they want to take and its so hard to choose what you really want to take when you are trying to complete every requirement” (Fura, April 17).
Our interviewees were all interested in achieving deep learning, however, and felt that real-life application would be a beneficial way to achieve this.  They felt that general education courses seem to prohibit deep learning, and 85% felt they effect our low 4-year graduation rate.  Students felt that there are too many general education classes on the whole, and that they wouldn’t experience deep learning in them anyways.  “Deep learning is analyzing, not just this regurgitation,” stated one subject (Fura, Arpil 17).
Our group also expected extra-curricular activities to be the ones that foster more deep learning, as it seems to happen out of the classroom more than in the classroom.  In a sense though, we were wrong.  Extra-curricular activities seemed to have no impact whatsoever on deep learning or foster it for any of our interviewees, but out of classroom experiences definitely did.  Service learning, internships, volunteering, and National or International Student Exchange were mentioned as facilitators of deep learning more than once, however.  The real-life application of material and experiences gained made these students feel they had experienced deep learning. In fact, most asked even thought a requirement should be made out of these out-of-classroom opportunities for deeper learning.  To back up this opinion, one subject added, “You might forget the things you learn in a classroom, but you won’t forget the experiences.  I haven’t gotten any real-life experience here in a classroom” (Ly, April 14).

Suggestions (Stephanie):

After analyzing our data and drawing conclusions, it became obvious that changes need to be made to ensure that this institution is fulfilling one of the main goals of higher education, which is to facilitate deep learning.  There were a few suggestions from our group and interviewees as to how we can achieve more deep learning on this campus.  First of all, advisement was mentioned many times in regards to our requirements and lower than average four-year graduation rate.  Poor advisement or lack of advisement altogether was seen as a big reason students take longer to graduate.  If students are better advised to begin with about what they need to take then perhaps there would be more time to take classes they have an interest in.  Freedom to choose a student’s own general education classes was also mentioned as a way to facilitate more deep learning.  Instead of having so many categories of classes such as western civilization and diversity, students felt it would be more beneficial if they could take courses they truly wanted.  If we want students to come to college because they have a true interest in learning and not because they are forced to, then they need to not be able to take certain classes and to choose what they want to learn about.  Another major finding we had was that students experience very little deep learning in classrooms, but rather gained it from out of the classroom through real-life experiences. A recommendation we have then, would be to make a requirement out of it.  Instead of having so many requirements that students feel are defeating the purpose of deep learning, why not have one that really does its job?  Buffalo State should consider including a “deep learning” or “life experience” category, where a student has to participate in volunteer work, service learning, an internship, or National or International Student Exchange.  The students that we interviewed had hesitations about this ever actually happening here on campus, but all of those asked thought it was a good idea and would be more beneficial to them as a student.  Buffalo State should also consider implementing a course for all incoming freshman in which they are taught about deep learning.  Our group realizes that we are aware of deep learning and its importance because of our Hon 302 class, but that most students will never have the opportunity to take this class.  Students need to have a mandatory freshman seminar where they can learn what deep learning is so that it can be something they strive for in all of their classes. 
In conclusion, this research project was simply a first stage, exploratory one.  We are not social science experts, yet we learned a lot from this experience and feel we got a pretty thorough and accurate collection of data.  Through utilization of RAP, we were able to learn a lot about our own learning community and formulated workable suggestions to improve it by giving students like ourselves a voice.  Even if our work is left at this stage, hopefully it will have spurred some students to desires more deep learning experiences and some teachers to work harder to provide them.

