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Executive Summary

This report summarizes the results of research conducted in response to the Colorado Challenge. The research explored how undergraduate communication majors at the University of Colorado at Boulder perceived challenging coursework. Trained student moderators conducted 10 focus group interview sessions lasting between 1 and 1.5 hours each with 74 junior and senior communication majors. The sessions were audiotaped, transcribed, and analyzed for emergent themes. 
Student Perceptions Indicated:
►Academically challenging experiences are distinctive and valued.
· To students, “challenging courses” expand perspectives, promote critical thinking, and involve application.

· Challenging courses involve thinking through material, whereas “difficult” courses involve recall and recognition.
· Students conflate “challenging courses” with “interesting material” and see instructors as central to making a course interesting.

►Effective reading assignments contribute directly to classroom experience.
· Students generally cannot articulate how reading assignments connect to larger educational and life goals.

· Students view textbooks as resources for specific information rather than vehicles that promote learning.

· Students value readings when they serve as a springboard for class discussion.
· Students cite cost, time, and access to readings as barriers to completing reading assignments.
►Meaningful assignments ask students to examine a complex issue throughout the course.

· Meaningful assignments involve application outside the classroom (e.g., examining a real-world problem that requires data collection and analysis).

· Meaningful assignments are progressive (e.g., developing a project over the course of a term, bringing concepts learned throughout the term to bear on a single case, and building on ideas over time).

· Meaningful assignments allow students to demonstrate competence across areas (e.g., to make choices about topic, format, or structure; or require a variety of writing and presentation skills).

Overall Impressions:
· Students expect instructors to create challenging educational experiences.

· Student perceptions of instructor persona and presentation style figure prominently in whether students believe that a course is challenging.
· Competing demands for students’ time often influence students’ decisions about coursework, with students completing only the work they see as manageable in a limited block of time.
· High interest and learning requires that practical implications of the material examined are clear. 
· Generally, students do not value reading and writing or see their applicability to other intellectual and practical contexts.
Implications: 
· Challenging learning experiences are those that (a) ask students to synthesize, integrate, and/or apply concepts instead of merely demonstrating recall or recognition; (b) require application outside the classroom; (c) progress over the course of the semester; and (d) require a variety of analytic and presentation skills.
· Efforts should be made to encourage students to see themselves as active participants in the creation of challenging intellectual experiences, and to help students see the applicability of reading and writing across intellectual and practical contexts.
Background

This study of undergraduate communication majors’ perceptions of challenging coursework was conducted in the Spring of 2005 as part of our faculty’s ongoing discussion of the Colorado Challenge, an initiative designed to promote intellectually challenging experiences in undergraduate education in the College of Arts and Sciences. Although many of the findings from this study have particular application to communication instruction, others relate more broadly to students’ general experiences of coursework and assignments. This summary report highlights data and findings that potentially are useful to faculty across the College of Arts and Sciences. A separate report highlighting findings relevant to the Communication Department will be presented to the communication faculty in late September.

Data Collection and Analysis

In March 2005, trained student moderators conducted 11 focus group interviews to access communication majors’ perceptions of challenging academic experiences. Audio-recording problems during one session rendered data from one focus group unusable; consequently, we base our analysis on 10 focus group sessions. Each session involved 4-8 students and lasted between an hour and an hour and a half. A total of 74 junior and senior communication majors participated in the sessions.

The protocol included eight questions that asked students to discuss their perceptions of the communication major, the nature of courses that are academically challenging, the nature of assignments that provide meaningful learning experiences, and the role of reading within courses (see Appendix A). The focus groups generated approximately 15 hours of audiotape and more than 440 single-spaced pages of transcribed text. The co-investigators and research assistant reviewed the data question by and as a whole searching for emergent themes or patterns, which we then collectively refined until we achieved consensus. We especially looked for themes that (a) occurred multiple times within a particular interview, (b) seemed to generate emotional intensity, (c) occurred across multiple interviews, and (d) appeared novel or contrary.
Throughout this report, we offer italicized student comments as they appear in our transcripts. Readers unaccustomed to reading transcribed speech should note that spoken discourse is seldom grammatically correct according to standards for written language. In order to preserve the accuracy of student comments, we present them without editing for clarity of expression and without deleting pauses, fillers, stops and starts, or constructions that would be considered grammatical errors in written work.
Findings Relevant to Other A&S Units

Analysis of the focus group discussions provided a clear sense of students’ perceptions regarding (1) the nature of academically challenging courses, (2) reading as a learning experience, and (3) the nature of meaningful course assignments. It is important to note that the focus groups represent students’ experiences of their learning. This data reflects students’ perspectives on learning, and therefore might differ from what faculty or administrators would conclude. However, we believe that students’ views of learning can inform our understanding of academically challenging coursework.
1. Nature of Academically Challenging Courses
“You can always make something difficult without making it challenging, which I find, for my understanding of challenging, is to be where you’re engaged and you’re challenged, and you want to create or learn something greater. . .”

The focus groups asked students to reflect on the nature of an academically challenging course and then to compare this experience to a course that was difficult but not challenging. Students indicated that they value academically challenging courses. Students generally were not able to identify what assignments or practices made a course challenging but they had a clear and consistent view of the experience of learning in such courses. For instance, challenging courses were “interesting,” although what was considered to be interesting depended on the instructor. One student explained that “if the teacher’s not interested in what they’re teaching, there’s no way we are going to learn.” Students noted that the interest value of material in a course was not always self-evident, but in challenging courses teachers helped them feel engaged and committed. For instance, one student said, “If something’s challenging, most likely it’s interesting, and through like, innovative learning, teachers can find ways to breach those challenges and overcome them.” Hence, students indicated that academically challenging courses:
1A. Expand Perspectives: Academically challenging courses asked students to think in novel ways. For instance, one student said, “The challenging course would require you to apply what you are learning in class to things that are going on outside of class that you haven’t completely thought of.” Courses expanded students’ perspectives by: 

· challenging students’ beliefs and examining ideas that students have “taken for granted” in the past
· enabling students to see the “big picture” (that is, how material relates to life outside the classroom)
· pushing students’ personal limits
1B. Require Critical Thinking: For students, critical thinking involved: 
· elaboration—the ability to delve deep into material—and analysis or critique of ideas and materials

· thinking through material as opposed to simply memorizing it; terms such as “regurgitation” and “memorizing for a test” frequently were invoked by way of contrast

1C. Apply Material: For most students, application did not mean acquiring practical skills per se. Rather, challenging courses encouraged students to use material from the course to:

· examine elements of the “real world” or to apply concepts to their life experiences
· make sense of actual situations as opposed to focus on abstract, theoretical knowledge

In contrast to the “challenging” course, the “difficult” course was structured in such a way that few students would be able to succeed. For instance, students mentioned “unmanageable” workloads, group projects that lacked coordination, assignments that did not seem to have a clear purpose (“busy work”), and, as one student insightfully noted, where there is considerable work but “limited resources for learning.”
Implications: “Challenging” academic experiences are distinct from what many students perceive as their “normal” coursework or experience. The experience of being challenged often occurs in courses which ask students to consider the complexity of real social problems or where students are expected, on assignments or tests, to bring a range of conceptual knowledge to bear in analysis. This means, in the social sciences at least, that instructors partly can achieve their goal of challenging students by learning about students’ understanding of issues and emphasizing material that asks students to examine their assumptions or beliefs about social processes. In addition, in terms of teaching practices, it seems clear that even in lower division courses where students may be learning vocabulary or basic concepts, they need to be given assignments or examinations that ask them to demonstrate synthesis or integration of concepts in addition to recall or recognition. 

2. Reading as a Learning Experience
“I love those courses where you do the reading and then you go have a little bit of review and discussion about it and then you can elaborate and start applying it, and really get that reading to have a personal meaning, a real-life setting—then I feel motivated. If it is not done, then I’m out.”
The focus groups asked about students’ perceptions of reading because reading is a learning activity that instructors and students may understand very differently. As the student comment above noted, reading can be important to student learning, but when students did not see its relevance, they simply disregarded it. Our data from the focus groups suggest that students see the classroom as the fundamental site for learning. Reading has the potential to contribute to their learning, but only if it is directly utilized to advance the classroom experience. Student perceptions of reading suggested:
2A. Reading is not Viewed as Foundational to Learning: Generally, students did not see reading as connected to larger educational goals. One student who confessed to not reading for communication or non-communication classes noted that “the reading is supplemental material. If you are confused on something you can probably go back and look at the reading . . . but I don’t think it’s the most important part of your learning.” Other students reported they were not sure what purpose reading served or how they should be reading. When instructors assigned reading, but did not discuss it explicitly in class, students saw the reading as an attempt to increase the workload of the course. “If you’re going to assign readings, you should follow it through,” offered one student, echoing the preference for using reading as a springboard for classroom discussion. Another student recounted a significant educational moment when a teaching assistant taught students to underline major arguments and evidence in an article, which helped the student to understand what she was to be doing when reading outside of class. Student comments indicated that they:

· read primarily in preparation for examinations, and often only shortly before an exam
· view reading as supplemental to attending class and other methods of learning
· regard textbooks as resources that largely are used to look up specific information or to complete a study guide, but not as a source of learning in and of themselves
2B. Reading Should be Tied to Classroom Experience: Although student comments indicated that there is a general disconnect between reading and learning, they could identify courses where reading was important to learning. Students said reading contributed to their learning experience in courses when:

· reading develops a link between theory and application
· reading serves as a foundation for, and not a repetition of, class lecture
· the instructor explicitly focuses discussion on a particular reading and uses it as a catalyst for collective engagement in the classroom
2C. Reading Materials Must be Accessible: Students said that if reading materials were not easily accessible, they did not complete reading assignments. Specifically, they said:
· textbooks are too expensive and, therefore, sometimes are not purchased
· reading is time-consuming and not likely to be completed if there is “too much” reading for one course or across a set of courses
· reading and printing large assignments from the internet is perceived to be costlier and more cumbersome than purchasing a course packet at the beginning of the term
Implications: Student comments suggest that they view reading as a “supplemental” activity rather than as a substantive component of learning, and they often lack essential reading skills. A large number of the students interviewed in the focus groups admit to not completing all assigned reading, and one student admitted to never buying textbooks. Although reasons for not reading varied somewhat, it is clear that many students do not see reading as essential to their learning experience. Students also noted that when instructors selected reading material that was compelling, they viewed this as a sign of instructor preparation and respect for students. These findings suggest the importance of helping students to see how reading assignments connect with larger educational and professional goals.
3. Nature of Meaningful Academic Assignments

Most students were able to identify at least one meaningful assignment. Meaningful assignments helped students to step outside of the classroom to examine complex problems and/or to explore how concepts from the course might be evident in “real-world” problems. As one student said, with meaningful assignments,

“the concepts um, come to life. They become like tangible . . . you can see like these ancient theories of, that go way back in communication, and you can see them, and then relate to knowledge base, rather than just regurgitating theory. You can apply it to something.”
Students appreciated assignments linked to their life experiences and/or interests. Almost all meaningful assignments identified in these focus groups were long-term projects that involved a large time investment on the part of the student. The focus groups revealed that meaningful assignments incorporate:
3A. Application Outside the Classroom: Meaningful assignments asked students to explore concepts in a real-world setting or to analyze complex social problems. It is interesting to note that students’ desire for application outside the classroom focused not on acquiring skills (except in a few cases) but rather on seeing how theoretical ideas translated to life experience. Assignments provided application when they:

· ask students to examine a real problem or situation
· are tied to complex situations
· allow students to be more active in their experience of the world through “hands-on” application
· involve gathering and analyzing data; students value this type of work because it provides insight and because they perceive that assigning this work treats them as “real scholars.”
3B. Progressive Structure: Meaningful assignments are structured such that students: 

· work with the same issue or topic across the course
· learn concepts throughout the semester and then apply them through analysis at the end of the semester
· continually build on ideas or develop them over time

3C. Allowing for Choice within Assignments: Meaningful assignments allow students to choose substantive aspects of an assignment, such as:

· a topic for the assignment, linked to personal interests
· the format or structure of the assignment, typically through different project options
· a variety of writing, presentation, and information-gathering skills, allowing students to demonstrate competence in several ways
Implications: Meaningful assignments require students to build their knowledge across time, engage an issue that has relevance to them, and utilize their conceptual knowledge to make sense of real situations. The projects that students identify as involving “application” are quite varied, but often involve semester-long research projects. In terms of teaching practices, this suggests that it is important that teachers provide students with structure, support, and feedback as they work on projects throughout a course. Despite student preferences for options in terms of assignment format and topic choice, they made clear their desire for clear guidelines, continuity, and coherence with larger course goals. These data speak to the importance of engaging students in research projects where they gather data and analyze those data in ways that help them to grasp how theoretical or conceptual knowledge can be put to use.

Overall Impressions

When the interviews are read as a whole, several overarching themes with pedagogical implications emerge. We share these themes to stimulate thinking about how instructors can assist students in framing their education in ways that promote elevated pedagogical experiences. We do not assume that instructors share sole responsibility for the learning environment, however, or that students’ perceptions necessarily represent the “correct” interpretation of educational activities. Our aim is merely to highlight students’ perceptions and to begin to frame possible responses to those perceptions.
Instructor Persona Contributes to Students’ Experience of Courses as Challenging
Students’ perceptions of an instructor’s persona and presentation style figure prominently in students’ assessments of meaningful academic experiences. As one student put it, “So, I think a lot of it is just the teacher’s teaching style and how they present the information and just kind of their own personality.” Perceptions of instructor accessibility and lecture style also affect student motivation. A large part of students’ assessments of course effectiveness seems tied to their affective orientation towards the instructor. “It’s all about the instructor. If they don’t make it fun and challenging, and like, the material isn’t presented in a way that I get, where I enjoy learning about it,”said one student. Other students cited “not liking your teacher” or feeling that instructors could “not relate” to them as impediments to learning. Helping students to believe that they play an influential role in their education might take some of the burden off individual instructors. In addition, there is evidence that conveying interest in student learning and an investment in helping them to perform well can enhance students’ perceptions of instruction and motivate students to want to achieve.
Students Place Responsibility for Learning on Instructors
In many cases, students place the locus of responsibility for creating a challenging educational experience on instructors. Although we agree that instructors play an important role in this process, students seem to lack a clear sense of their own role in their learning experience. This finding suggests that it is important for instructors and the university to encourage students to see themselves as active participants in the educational process. In addition to discussing and demonstrating how students can seek out and co-create, rather than just “receive,” challenging learning experiences, instructors should provide opportunities for students to participate in meaningful ways at all stages of their educational experience.
Competing Demands Influence Student Decisions about Academic Work

One issue that was evident throughout the focus groups was students’ sense of their educational experiences as situated in busy and complicated schedules. Students often mention making choices about reading, assignments, or studying based on what seemed “doable” in the limited amount of time they have available. Students seem to feel that faculty members often do not fully appreciate the demands of taking a high course load and, in many cases, working part time. Students often acknowledge that they do not make the best choices for learning but they see these decisions as necessary given competing demands on their time. This view is most evident with regard to group projects. The majority of students see the mechanics of most group projects as inhibiting learning and creating logistical barriers to success. A few students note, by contrast, that group projects could enhance classroom climate by generating a sense of communal experience and that final group results could, under the best of circumstances, exceed individual efforts. Those group projects that students cite as being successful are structured such that students are responsible for different portions of a final product, a practice that alleviates some, although not all, of the logistical problems. Similarly, students’ comments about accessibility of reading materials speak to their sense that spending time locating and procuring reading materials cuts into their time to work on courses.

Need for Applications of Theory in Courses

The final two themes may have more relevance for communication and cognate fields than other departments in the arts and sciences, but the issues they raise deserve mention. Students acknowledge that when they do not see real-world applications of theory, their interest and learning are diminished. One student noted a turning point when she finally realized how theories relate to her life:
 “All my other comm classes were all these theories and ideas, and I just kinda felt like I wasn’t going anywhere with it and it wasn’t gonna help me . . . but with [this class] I saw where this could affect me in my career later and in my personal life and everything.”
Furthermore, the passivity of merely learning theories was contrasted negatively with “hands-on” application or exercises where studies were asked to apply theory. These findings underscore the importance of making explicit links between theory and socially salient examples that resonate with students’ experiences and the educational benefits of structuring application exercises into the curriculum.
Highlighting the Importance of Reading and Writing for Learning
Many students do not share instructors’ perceptions about the value of reading and writing. Furthermore, students often do not perceive the relation of reading and writing to larger educational, professional, and personal goals. “I mean, when we graduate we’re never going back to the library,” observed one student. Others contrasted writing term papers, the relevance of which they sometimes do not see, with “business” practices in the “real world,” suggesting that they did not comprehend the link between writing and skills they think they are likely to use later in life. This finding implies that instructors and university officials would benefit from cultivating an appreciation for the connection between reading, writing, and thinking, and stressing the applicability of these activities across intellectual and practical contexts.

Conclusion

This study provides insight into students’ perceptions of challenging educational experiences and how reading and assignments influence learning. In general, students spoke candidly about their educational experiences and seemed pleased with the opportunity to discuss their experiences. Students indicated a desire for challenging educational experiences that push their thinking and link to real-world concerns. One important theme was that challenging educational experiences are those in which students feel altered as a result of the educational encounter. Whether students view the world in a different way, are encouraged to think in novel ways, or see themselves differently, they believe they are transformed by challenging courses. This finding suggests that instructors can promote challenging experiences by structuring assignments and classroom activities in ways that allow students to generate and critique multiple points of view of an issue, and to expose the underlying assumptions and implications of arguments and theories. Students and instructors might benefit from additional discussion of how their classroom experiences connect to life outside the classroom, how reading and assignments fit in with course and future professional goals, and how students can actively participate in the creation of meaningful intellectual experiences. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
1. By way of warming up, we would like to go around the room and have everyone tell us why they decided to major in communication. Make sure you give us your first name as we go around.

2. Communication is a different sort of major because it involves many different things. If someone asked you, “what are you learning in your major?,” what would you tell them?

3. What COMM courses have most influenced the way you think about communication? How have they influenced you?

4. We want to turn now to the issue of challenging academic experiences. What does an academically challenging experience mean to you? Follow-up: What is the difference between a difficult course and an academically challenging course?

5. I would like you to think of the communication courses you have taken that have been most challenging. By challenging, we mean the courses where you worked hard and had a meaningful learning experience. What characteristics made those courses challenging and what was your experience in them like? Follow-up: How does it compare to courses that are NOT challenging?

6. How important do you think reading is to your learning in COMM courses? Tell us about a COMM course where you have felt compelled to do the reading and it was important to your learning experience. What made the reading so important to your experience in that course? Follow-up: How did this compare with courses where you didn’t feel compelled to do the reading?

7. Tell us about a major assignment in a COMM course where you worked hard and felt you really learned something from the assignment. What was it about the assignment that made it a meaningful learning experience?

8. Overall, how challenging would you say the communication curriculum currently is?

Appendix B: List of Researchers and Assistants

Co-PIs: 



Lisa Keranen and Cindy White

Graduate RA:



Jennifer Tilliss

Moderator Training Assistance:

Bryan Taylor

*Student Co-Coordinators: 

Kari DiPalma, Carrie Stump, and Elizabeth Tonelsen
*Moderators/Co-moderators:

Amber Eick, Emily O’Hara, Meghan Liebovich, Carlie Rubino, Devin Seligsohn, Kristen Shewmaker, Christopher Maes, and Joy Weekley
*Transcribers:



Lisa Berry, Andrea Slicker, Kristen Shewmaker and Jenn Tilliss
*Undergraduate students who assisted with the project were all members of Eta Phi Communication Honor Society.
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