Challenges of implementing effective learning activities

Running effective learning activities is not easy. Things can go wrong – students dislike the tasks and/or the expected learning outcomes have not been achieved. Below, we explored a few common reasons why things can go wrong from the perspectives of both teachers and students. 

Students’ point of view

In 2010, the online Learning Activity and Behaviour Questionnaire (LABQ) were administered to all undergraduate students at CUHK. It collected students’ opinions and described students’ perceptions towards different learning strategies. In order to explore what could go wrong in learning activities from the students’ perspective, we reviewed the 157 responses in the open-ended questions of the LABQ, which inquired students about what could be improved about the learning activities. Below are the points that were most frequently mentioned – the number in each bracket indicates the number of responses (out of the 157 total) within that category of responses. 

1. Variety of the learning activity (41/157): Students mentioned that learning activities should be more of greater variety. They expected learning activities to be different from one faculty to another. That is, activities should be designed unique to fulfill the need of one faculty.

2. Interaction between teachers and students (31/157): Students found that there wasn’t enough interaction between students and teachers. Besides, the mode of communication was mostly one-way. Therefore, they suggested that learning activities should encourage more interaction. 

3. Increase non achievement oriented activity (14/157): Students found that leaning activities were too academically oriented. They expected learning should be fun and interesting that facilitated their personal development. 

4. Currency of learning activity (11/157): Students believed that learning activities should allow them to apply knowledge to real-life incidents. These activities should be more practical and related examples in reality.

5. Teacher performance (9/157): Students responded that some teachers were not enthusiastic enough in their teachings, which would lower students’ engagement. 

6. Heavy workload (6/157): Students reported that workload could sometimes decrease the motivation to engage in learning activities among students. 

7. Limited students’ creativity (6/157): Students responded that rigidity in learning activities sometimes hindered creativity. They expected learning activities to encourage expression of creativity.

8. Lack of Motivation (5/157): Students were not motivated to participate because they found the learning activities not interesting enough. Therefore, novelty is important. 

9. Skills development (5/157): The development of skills in learning activities should not limit to knowledge, but soft skills, such as problem solving, communication and decision making.

10. Students’ engagement (4/157): Students reported that they were sometimes not motivated to participate in learning activities because the atmosphere had not been inviting. Therefore, teachers should facilitate and ensure that the learning environment encourage active participation.

Teachers’ point of view
In addition to students’ responses, teachers’ responses were collected from nine interviews with teachers conducted in February 2012, which examined challenges they encountered during the conduct of learning activities. The teachers, from diverse disciplines such as Faculty of Engineering, School of Life Science, Faculty of Law and English Department. Below are the points, which have been most frequently mentioned – the number in each bracket describes the number of teachers (out of the 9 total) that held a similar point of view. 

1. Technology of the learning activity (6/9): The technology regarding to the learning activity was difficult to control, some of the elearning techniques were new to teachers and they may need further support of the usage.

2. Learning activity evaluation (5/9): It is difficult to evaluate learning activities after the implementation. It is better to provide an evaluation for each particular learning activity.

3. Learning activities do not suit all (5/9): Each learning activity has its own limitations: one particular activity might not be applicable to all learning situations. Therefore, learning activity should be flexible. 

4. Low engagement among students (4/9): Sometimes students might not be willing to engage into the learning activity, even though teachers spent a lot of time preparing it.  

5. Limited provision of teaching materials/ resources (4/9): There may be not enough resources for teachers to achieve the optimal learning outcomes due to, for example, limited funding and the number of supporting staff.

6. Time-consuming (3/9): Teachers reported to have spent substantial extra-time in planning activities, especially when these activities were new. 

7. Inflexible course schedule (3/9): There was a long syllabus to teach and course schedule was inflexible. It is difficult to squeeze time for designing and incorporating learning activities. The flexibility of a major course is even less comparable with that of general education courses. 

8. Students have diverse academic abilities (2/9): It is difficult to design activities that suit students of various academic levels. Such discrepancy was considered to affect the acceptance of learning activities. 

9. Teaching experience (2/9): Teachers believed that experiences and past successes were important to the development of effective learning activities. Therefore, the exchange of experiences among teachers might be helpful in this regard.
	
10. Large classes (2/9): Class ratio affects the implementation of the learning activity. The larger the class, the more difficult and time-consuming it is in general to a learning activity.  Nevertheless, teachers should attempt to incorporate activities that allow lots of students to engage in. 

It is believed that the paragraphs above describe an overview about common challenges to design and to conduct an effective learning activity. Although some of these challenges seem difficult to be addressed, some of the examples under the page of “Ideas” in the Learning Activity Website, and the services that we provide (Please refer to the page “Service” of the Learning Activity Website) should be helpful. Please visit us if you have any questions about the services and tools we offer to help you. 
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