Staff stories – Peter Sale

I am an Associate Professor in the Department of Agricultural Sciences in the Faculty of Science, Technology and Engineering and I do research, pretty exciting research in sub cell work and I also teach into a couple of subjects in the Ag Science degrees.
This relates to a subject that we developed last semester, 2012. Look it was a large 30 credit point capstone subject for third year students in the Ag Science and the Animal and Veterinary Bioscience and the thing about this subject was that we changed the delivery style, we moved from a traditional lecture format to a sort of a flipped teaching format where there was no formal lectures per se but a whole range of activities. About 80% of it was online I guess, some face-to-face, and this experience provides I think a lot of us who are interested in better student engagement, it provides us with some ideas and some experiences, some insights in what works and what doesn't work.
I guess it is the student engagement. Look I've got to say that we started fairly blind and we went into this but it worked out pretty well. We had a whole, as I say, suite of different activities. They involve problem-solving. We tried to encourage the students not just to regurgitate information but to use the information to solve problems in the real world and because this was a sort of agricultural context we had these clients, these hypothetical clients that actually became quite real as the case study progressed. And within this case study it was based around the farming industry or about a farming family that were having problems and they used to put to the students look, this is what is happening, help me, my farm is, I'm really struggling here. And so yes, we had a series of activities around that. Some of the things we're able to do is that we were able then, because we didn't have lectures and students were online they could go into the huge digital world, you know, the YouTubes, the webinars, the TED lectures and see similar sorts of problems in other countries, audiovisual, they can almost smell what was happening. I remember one example where in South Australia to do with the time of calving with cows, how the farmer was able to take you in the video, take you into the paddock, there were the cattle and he said "look, if I change the time that my cows calve from shall we say the autumn to the spring, I can run 30% more cows and I can make 25% more profit. And so you actually seeing that, hearing that from the practitioner was exciting. But I guess the highlight was really, or another key feature was the discussion forum. Now some of these are hard to get working but we were really able to really get them working well, mainly because we told the students that you must share your learning and so actually we tapped into group learning and we were able to capture it but the way we had to do it was we had to give marks and assess it and tell them how to do it and then after a while they all did it and they did it so well.
The real high point for me was in the middle of the subject we split up and I took the Ag students on a more crop orientated exercise, the animal students went with another lecturer and they did another case study, but with the small group we were dealing with new technologies, new technologies in sustainable agriculture and we had just seen this webinar from North Dakota, it was on cover cropping and look it absolutely blew my mind, it blew their minds as well and it was just scintillating, and then in this face-to-face session we just talked about it. And they were excited and I was excited and I just couldn't keep them quiet, they were bubbling with excitement. Now I've been lecturing now almost 30 years and this was the most exciting moment I've ever experienced and look I couldn't have done it any other way, that to take them to North Dakota and show them what they were doing over there because the US, they're a fair way ahead of us here. Ok, so look that was one. Now another one I guess was with this other cohort, the cohort of Animal and Veterinary Bioscience students. Now these students love their animals and they're not so keen on agriculture per se so it was sort of delicate because we had to talk about the animal enterprise within agriculture. But I guess the highlight for me was at the end of the subject you know, I was a bit worried about their reactions and I was expecting a bit of flak but it didn't happen. In fact not one murmur from 70 students saying "look I didn't like it", in fact they said they all liked it and what was really pleasing was they sent a series of e-mails from quite a few of them and they just thanked me for it, I've never had that from that group of students before so that was nice.
