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Introduction

The Sociology programme within the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences is taking part in a project funded by the UK Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC), a government body that funds developments in teaching and learning in higher education.  This project is looking at the best ways of designing peer review activities for the enhancement of students’ learning and at how to support these activities using software. The outputs of this investigation will directly benefit teaching and learning at the University of Strathclyde. They will also be of interest to others in the higher education sector wishing to learn from our experience at Strathclyde.

The Chief Investigator for this project is Catherine Milligan, Head of Learning Technology Enhancement, within the Centre for Academic Practice and Learning Enhancement (CAPLE) [c.milligan@strath.ac.uk, telephone 0141 548 3770] at the University of Strathclyde.  CAPLE is a centre within the University of Strathclyde with the remit to enhance teaching and learning across the whole university.

Dr William Dinan [william.dinan@strath.ac.uk, telephone 0141 548 2699] the First year Course Coordinator for the Sociology Programme is also an investigator in this project.

Others involved in supporting this project investigation are Professor David Nicol, Scott Walker both of whom are CAPLE staff.

Should you have any questions about this project please contact Will or Catherine using the contact details above.
What is the purpose of this investigation?

Peer review, with students commenting on each other’s work, is a regular activity in some classes and course at the University of Strathclyde. Research and experiences of those involved suggest that peer review might have benefits for academic learning and as a way of preparing students for life beyond university, where making judgements about one’s own work and that of others is common practice.

The University of Strathclyde has received funding from those that fund innovations in higher education, in this case the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC). The purpose of the investigation is to research peer review and to provide some recommendations to the higher education sector on its potential value and the best ways of implementing it. 
  Hence this project will not only benefit the University of Strathclyde but also students doing higher education courses in other disciplines and institutions.
What will you do in the project?

At Strathclyde we are already trying to understand better what makes for effective peer review from a learning perspective. Various departments, schools and programmes are contributing to the PEER project. Sociology is one of the contributing programmes.

The project involves collecting data from students about their experiences when they engage in peer review activities. There are three ways students can contribute to this study. These are:

1. Provide information about your experiences through filling in an online questionnaire survey. This will be distributed after some peer review activities have been undertaken.

2. Allow the investigators to analyse the written information that you contribute when you engage in peer review in relation to different peer tasks. For this you do not have to do anything except give your permission for the investigators to analyse your online postings and to use extracts from written work in any reports or publications.  All extracts will be anonymous and you will never be identified through the extracts.

3. Participate in a focus group interview where you discuss your experiences of peer review with other students and with one of the investigators, who will facilitate the discussions. The facilitator will not be your course leader but will be one of the staff from the Centre for Academic Practice and Learning Enhancement (see Introduction). The discussions will be recorded to help the facilitator capture the different viewpoints but once the information has been transcribed the recording will be destroyed. 

Do you have to take part?

You can choose to participate or not in any of none of these three aspects of the PEER study. Your consent for the questionnaire is assumed by participation; you are free to fill in or not as you wish. We will seek permission to use extracts from your work anonymously. If you do not wish anonymised material drawn from your work to be analysed or used in reports or publication, you will have adequate opportunity to decline consent. We will also ask you if you wish to take part in the focus group discussions as described in 3.  

If you do not wish to take part in any aspect of this investigation, you do not have to take part. Participation is completely voluntary. You will have adequate opportunity to withdraw and this will in no way affect their academic progress or standing in the programme of study.  

Why have you been invited to take part? 

You have been asked to participate in this investigation of peer review because your programme and faculty already uses this approach in its teaching and learning methods. All students taking first year sociology are being asked to participate in the questionnaire survey which is anonymous.  About 36 volunteers will be sought to participate in focus group interviews and we will ask those volunteers if we can also examine their written contributions to peer activities.  If the number of volunteers exceeds 36 we will randomly draw 36 from the larger pool.

Time commitment

Contributing to this study will not take much time. The questionnaire takes only 5 –10 minutes to complete. There is no extra burden in allowing your written contributions to be analysed. The focus group interviews will take about 1 hour. We will schedule these at times convenient to you and will provide a snack and pay any travel expenses required for your attendance.

What happens to the information in the project? 
All information drawn from your input to our investigations of PEER review will be anonymised and no student will ever be identified in person in any findings, in reports produced or in published research. 

All collected information will be stored electronically in secure, password-protected folders electronically.  Any printouts will be stored in a secure locked filing cabinet in a University office. At a suitable time after the completion of the research, normally one year, all the data files will be destroyed.  Access to data will only be available to the four named investigators above,
The data collected about peer review activities will be used to inform and improve teaching and learning in the Sociology programme and in other departments. It is hoped to produce guidance about good practice for peer review for University staff and students. The findings will also be published and used to inform researchers in education and those in a teaching role in the higher education sector.

The University of Strathclyde is registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office who implements the Data Protection Act 1998. All personal data on participants will be processed in accordance with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998.
Thank you for reading this information – please ask any questions if you are unsure about what is written here. 

What happens next?
You will be asked if you wish to fill in the online questionnaire after you have engaged in some peer review activities. If you do not wish to contribute you need not fill this out. You may also be invited to participate in group discussions (which will last approximately 40-60mins) and, if you agree, on the day of the meeting, you will be asked to sign a consent form. You will also be asked to sign a consent form agreeing to allow the investigators to analyse your work and use written contributions as anonymous extracts.  

You will personally benefit from this work in future classes in the sociology programme, as the information you provide will be used to enhance peer review practices in later years of study. The course-leader has agreed to inform you about what they learned from this investigations and what improvements they might make in subsequent implementations.
This investigation was granted ethical approval in compliance with the procedures of the University of Strathclyde ethics committee.

If you have any questions/concerns, during or after the investigation, or wish to contact an independent person to whom any questions may be directed or further information may be sought from, please contact:

Professor Ray Land

Chair of the Departmental Ethics Committee

University of Strathclyde

Graham Hills Building

50 George Street

Glasgow

G1 1QE

Telephone: 0141 548 2636

Email: ray.land@strath.ac.uk 

Researcher Contact Details:

Dr William Dinan 

Course Coordinator, Sociology 1B 

School of Applied Social Science

University of Strathclyde

william.dinan@strath.ac.uk
Telephone 0141 548 2699 
Chief Investigator Details: 

Catherine Milligan

Head of Learning Technology Enhancement, 

Centre for Academic Practice and Learning Enhancement (CAPLE) c.milligan@strath.ac.uk
Telephone 0141 548 3770 
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