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1.  The Course:  

FIN307, Financial Markets & Institutions.  

This course is required and consists of junior & senior business majors, many of whom are finance majors.  I teach one day section of this course each semester, and one evening section each year.  The class size ranges from 25-40 students.  The material is roughly 60% factual, and 40% conceptual.  This course is lecture based with active student participation encouraged.  
2.  Student/class problems:

· While I have experimented with a variety of small projects over the years, the in-class exams account for the majority of the grade.  The main problem that I experienced with this course was a wide distribution of grades for each exam from A through D, and sometimes failing.  This may appear normal to most professors, but there were two issues that concerned me.  First, as an upper level finance course, I expected that more students would perform better.  Second, some students who were high achievers in other courses struggled to get an A in this course.  

· In the past, I have provided students with a detailed 100 page course pack consisting of an outline of my notes, examples, problems solved step-by-step, problems for students to solve, charts, and more.  This course pack has evolved over many years, requires a lot of time to update on my part, and essentially “spoon feeds” the material to the class.  My teaching approach using “more is better” has resulted in a less challenging classroom environment.

· As the class was based on lectures, there was no opportunity for interaction among students during class.  I think it can be boring to listen to the teacher for an entire class period, but I wasn’t sure how to break things up in class.

· Class participation, although welcome, was minimal.  I would call on students to get their feedback, but it was rare to have good class discussions that involved many students.  Some students were vocal consistently, while others were afraid to speak.

· Poor attendance from some students.  Attendance at all class meetings is mandatory according to my syllabus.  I take attendance at the start of each class, and the students are aware that I note their absences.  I have experimented in the past with grading attendance, or even failing students who miss an excessive number of classes.  

3.  Course Goals: 

BRIDGE motivated me to articulate the goals of my course, which is something that I had not thoroughly done prior to this workshop. I did rethink and subsequently refine a list of six course goals from the initial workshop to the four goals presented below. 

· Improve student exam performance.

· Engage students in more active class discussions.

· Encourage interaction among students in class 

· Motivate students to attend class.

4.  Methods/Teaching Techniques:

I have altered the course in the following ways for the Fall 2008 semester:

· Major course pack revision.  Instead of guided notes, I provided a one page list of key terms and concepts for each chapter.  There are also back-up charts, problems, etc., where necessary.  The notes are pared down from 100 pages to about 40 pages.  This required students to take more detailed notes, which encouraged them to think more.


· I prepared a quiz to follow each chapter of the text (14 total).  The students were informed that they would likely have to take the quiz at the end of class, so they would not have time to study.  The quiz was intended to motivate students to pay better attention during class.  The students needed to attend class in order to take the quiz, which was to encourage improved attendance.  Following the quiz, I had students form groups to retake the quiz for extra credit.  The group quiz allowed for regular interaction among students.  Following the group quiz, I reviewed the answers in class.

The quizzes were inspired by Angelo’s Classroom Assessment Techniques, and utilized a combination of CATs.  Each quiz may use multiple choice, true/false, ranking, short-answer, or problems.  Some questions use CAT 2 (focused listing) to examine the students’ ability to listen and remember key facts.  The short-answer questions can fall under multiple CATS, including CAT 2 or CAT 7 (muddiest point).  The problems check basic analytical skills.

In sum, the quizzes reveal to me how much students initially retain and understand following each chapter.  More importantly, the students get a clear message of how well they understand the material.

· To integrate “real world” events, and to expose students to the business press, students were required to present and submit newspaper article summaries.  Each student was required to submit three reports during the semester.  

5.  What theories or debates about learning frame or illuminate my inquiry?
I did not effectively utilize any specific theories or debates in my plan.  Overall, I credit the BRIDGE process in helping me evaluate the objectives of my course – a balance between critical thinking and factual content.  If pressed, I could associate some of these ideas to Nelson’s work.
6.  Outcomes: 
· Average exam scores improved for the first two exams compared with prior semesters.  (Insufficient data for statistical differences).  Maybe “less is better” than “more.”  However, time constraints in class actually increased this semester as a consequence of using quizzes and additional class discussions.  


· The current events assignment did not work especially well.  While I had time to discuss some current events, I did not have enough time for most students to present their work.  I was also puzzled why roughly 20% of the students did not turn in the assignment.  As this assignment was worth only 5% of their grade, I speculate that students did not think that it was worth the effort.  Lastly, there was constant whining and excuses about why the assignments were late.  In general, the article summaries that were turned in were appropriate and well written.  During the semester I changed my policy and simply collected articles without a required presentation.  There were still students who neglected to do the assignment, even though the credit was easy to obtain.


· The quizzes were very effective, but were too time consuming.  During the semester I dropped the individual quiz in favor of a group quiz.  Each group consisted of three students, and I periodically rotated members between groups.  The students seemed to like the group quiz idea, and most groups performed pretty well.  Due to time constraints, I was unable to give three quizzes during the semester.


· Attendance was pretty good, but about the same as prior semesters.  Missing quizzes did not appear to deter students from skipping class.

7.  Where do I go from here?

· Due to the time constraints that I experienced, I think that “even less is better” is superior to “less is better.”  I’m going to cut back on the material presented to cover more quality than quantity.


· Current events are an important part of class.  I could actually spend the entire class discussing current events without covering much course content.  As my primary goal is to have students carefully read a few articles on a regular basis, I plan to assign a semester long report worth 10% of their grade.  Students must read and cite at least one event each week, and explain how it relates to the financial markets.  This can be done for 10 weeks.  Instead of collecting articles weekly, I will collect them at the end of the semester.  I have done something like this in the past, and had nearly 100% participation from students.  

· I will continue to give only group quizzes to save time.


· I would like to introduce video clips into the class.  I had already selected several clips (e.g., Alan Greenspan on the Daily Show) that only take a few minutes to play.  However, I ran short on time to play any of them.  


· With true/false questions, I will have students explain why they selected the answer (as suggested by Anne Law) to improve the quality of my exams.  

9.  Spring 2009 Results
I implemented most of the changes suggested in #8 above into my Spring course.  Here are the results:

· The small group quizzes allow for student interaction in class, and I will keep using them.  However, due to time constraints, I plan to experiment using all multiple choice and true/false.  Short answer questions and problems seem to take too long.


· Attendance has noticeably improved.  Students appeared to be concerned about missing quizzes (that are only given in class).


· The current events project was generally a success.  The quality of most of the reports was excellent, and much higher than I expected.  Surprisingly, five students (15% of class) did not submit the assignment.  Two were pretty good students, who suffered a lower grade as a result.  Three other weak students received a D in the course, and will have to repeat the class with me (one student will be taking the course with me for the third time).


· Grades, on average, are not statistically higher than prior semesters.  This is a disappointment to me, as the final exam average in the Spring 2009 semester was actually lower than usual.


· Overall, teaching in the Spring was one of the best semesters that I have experienced at Rider.  I felt less rushed, as there was no pressing need to cram in every last topic.  I also felt better as a teacher by not “spoon feeding” the entire course.  Unfortunately, there are some students who will consistently underperform academically for a variety of reasons.  Professors may offer more interesting and challenging classes, but students must ultimately study and think on their own.
