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Abstract

This case study discusses the inception and continued delivery of 10-minute micro
research skills sessions within two entrepreneurship modules at Coventry University
London. The case study starts with an explanation of how and why the project was
developed. Its rationale was underpinned by both established, current bite-sized learning
research, and established psychological and neural evidence. This paper describes how
these practices are used in the workplace to promote continuous professional
development and disseminate company information for training purposes. Discussing both
the delivery and skills content, this paper explains the methods used by the Information
and Skills Development Specialist (ISDS) in each 10-minute session to engage students
and embed database searching skills in to their routine study practices. It also explains
how this practice has been adopted by students and how the skills have been embedded

to enhance their final business pitches at the end of their modules.

Keywords: microteaching; microlearning; learning design; information literacy; skills

development; research skills; transferrable skills.

Background

Study skills at Coventry University London have undergone a decade of delivery evolution.
Starting as mandatory modules delivered by academic staff, they were ‘bolted-on’ to the
main study programmes to provide students with the opportunity to develop the core
research and analytical skills that they would need to complete their courses to a high
standard. However, as Wingate (2006) argues, bolting the skills on, rather than embedding

them in, is ineffectual; rather like trying to add flour to a cake after it has been baked.
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Taking this into consideration, and following the removal of the core skills modules for
postgraduate students, there was a shift towards utilising the skills of librarians and
academics to co-design and co-deliver a more embedded approach. Embedded sessions
at Coventry University London are one-hour workshops designed to provide information
literacy skills, tailored to particular student assessment. Usually delivered in weeks 3 and 4
of a module by the ISDS or the Assistant Librarian, they provide a platform for students to
develop transferrable skills in research, referencing, critical thinking, and academic writing.
Whilst still largely successful, this one-step approach, despite being tailored to particular
academic needs, has sometimes proved problematic for students as they continue through
the course. These workshops have not always allowed space for the fundamental
development of these skills to be successfully transferred as students still displayed a silo
mentality. In this context, silo mentalities refer to the lack of knowledge transfer in their
assessments; the databases that students access to answer one assessment in the
module were traditionally not used to access information for the next. Neither are
embedded sessions a ‘one size fits all’ concept. It was clear that a new approach was
needed. This was particularly evident in the research skills development opportunities for
two entrepreneurship modules, Entrepreneurship: Creating a Business Opportunity (M059)
and Entrepreneurship: Developing the Business Plan (M060). These modules are
delivered in terms two and three respectively, as part of a one-year Master of Business

Administration (MBA) programme.

The rationale

The project was born out of three distinct needs:

1. The effectiveness of embedded delivery in the M059/M060 modules
2. The disintegration of silo mentalities

3. The validity of sources used in assessment

As previous embedded delivery models had not proved entirely successful in these
modules, a microteaching approach was considered as an alternative. Microteaching and

microlearning are not new concepts. Since the introduction of microteaching by Stanford
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University in the 1960s, evidence of its efficacy in professional development has been
noted (Van Monfrands, 1969; Cooper & Allen, 1970; Minton, 1997, cited in Higgins and
Nicholl, 2003). Whilst most of these papers highlight a need for further research before
definite conclusions can be drawn, they nonetheless note a level of positivity in the
effectiveness of the approach. Used in workplaces for many years as a training model, it is
becoming increasingly popular in higher education (Gordon, 1997; Armstrong and Sadler-
Smith, 2008; Emerson and Berge, 2018). From a microlearning perspective, psychological
and neuro-scientific evidence (Cooper, 1990, p.2; Perry, 2000, p.34; Dwyer, 2002)
highlights that the brain’s cognitive load can be reduced through necessary breaks in
information processing to stem neural system fatigue. Recent research confirms this view,
suggesting that regular bite-sized sessions can help individuals process information and
learn more effectively (Benton-Kupper, 2001; Gutierrez Trejos, 2016; Mella, 2016;
Algurashi 2017; Melvin 2017). For information literacy development, this approach can be
beneficial as it allows for the scaffolding of concepts in practice, as evidenced in this
adapted form of Baumgartner’s (2013, p.6) ‘Competence Spiral’ as a design model. First,
the principles of research would be established, students would apply this knowledge to

their particular businesses, and communicate this in their assessment.

Information

Application

Communication

(Adapted from Baumgartner, 2013, p.6)

Silo mentalities are generally attributed to organisations and in particular, departments that
deprive information access to other departments (Mohapeloa, 2017). However, as Paige et
al. (2017) assert, the same mentality can be observed in students. Anecdotal evidence

collected from Coventry University London students since this project began concurs with
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this view, and, as previously mentioned, notes that several learners do not utilise the same
resource sources for different assessments, both within this module, and across their
course. Feedback can also be viewed in isolation and not considered as a developmental
opportunity; it is monologic, rather than dialogic (Carless, 2013). To help break down these
mentalities, the 10-minute sessions would include consistent reference to how the
information gathered in each session could be conjoined, like the pieces of a jigsaw, to
form an overall conclusion. As the M059 students progressed to M0O60, the same
databases would be demonstrated in relation to a different topic, thus acknowledging a
further development of transferrable skills and optimistically allowing for additional
destruction of the silo mentality.

The validity of the sources used for assessments was a cause for concern. Statistical data
from the Library shows an increase in the delivery of more traditional one-hour embedded
sessions for finding and evaluating information, rising from 28 in the 2017/18 academic
year, to 61 in 2018/19 academic year, and to 63 in the 2019/20 academic year. These

figures do not include the 10-minute microlearning workshops (see figurel).

Figure 1. Research skills embedded sessions requests.
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All of these were arranged between academics and the ISDS, as academics noted a
reliance on Google over academic sources such as textbooks and journal articles. This
was not behaviour restricted to this institution; evidence of this reliance has been
documented previously by Judd and Kennedy (2011), who observed that students’
confidence in information provided by Google and Wikipedia was high, and the usage of

the library service to gather peer-reviewed, validated information was low. It was hoped
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that this project would further promote the importance and availability of these peer-

reviewed resources to encourage students to engage in more critical research practices.

The project

Following a request from a course director to deliver a 10-minute embedded research
session at the start of a lecture, a strategy was co-developed between the module leader
and the ISDS for two entrepreneurship modules, M059 and M060. Research is currently
the only area to adopt this 10-minute approach. All other areas of skills development
(referencing, critical thinking, avoiding plagiarism) are delivered as one-hour embedded
sessions. This collaboration was key; for the project to have any notable impact, students
needed to be aware that these research skills sessions had the full endorsement of the
module leader, as they had the detailed understanding of the assessment in relation to the
skills development. Without this correlation, it was probable that students would display
indifference and an absence of comprehension as to the relevance of this information to

their assessment (Bloxham and Boyd 2007).

Six workshops were developed as a trial run for the September 2017/2018 cohort, with
delivery taking place in early 2018. Each workshop focussed on a particular database and
delivered training on both its usage and its usefulness for module assessment. For M059,
this was the UK restaurant industry, for MO60, it was business operations and strategies
for any industry. Each session included an explanation and demonstration of a particular
search technique: Boolean searching, filters, pearl growing, truncation, and keyword
searching. The databases chosen were: Euromonitor Passport, Mintel, and IBISWorld,
along with the website for the UK Government’s statistics producer, Office for National
Statistics (ONS). This Government data was used to determine average family spending
and how this may affect the profits of the students’ hypothetical businesses. The initial
session provided instruction on the use of Google Scholar, along with an introduction to
research. The final session would recap on the learning. 150 students took part in this

initial trial.
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Given the large numbers of students, and the need for engagement and interactivity, it was
decided that a live demonstration, driven by student questions and linked to module
assessment would be the best method of delivery. The ISDS elected not to disparage
Google in these sessions, providing as it did a fundamental starting point for most students
to start their research that was both comfortable and familiar. The introductory session
would, instead, be focussed towards linking Google Scholar to Locate, Coventry University
London’s Library catalogue, to enable students’ access to valid sources via accustomed

means.

Students’ learning journeys are individual and non-linear, so the microlearning sessions
were designed to be reflective of this, offering the fundamental mechanics of database
searching along with guidance on their application. Resources were made available via the
Library and course pages on Moodle, and the students had ample opportunity to follow up
with the librarian after the sessions. Following this initial trial, feedback was collected from
students through an informal class survey conducted by the module leader. Student
feedback was generally positive, with the module leader stating: “[The] 10mins pitches
[....] on how to research were: understandable; acted upon; useful to the students and to

the teachers, and should be introduced in all lectures” (Morrison, 2018).

At the end of the trial, all student pitches referred to information taken from the taught
databases. Whilst this showed evidence of the initial impact, and allowed for the
continuation of the programme for future cohorts, it became clear in the final pitches that
the data taken from these reports was not used in direct relation to the students’
hypothetical businesses. They used the information simply because they were told that
they should; not because they were aware of how the data collected may impact these

businesses. In short, they stated the ‘what’, without considering the ‘why?’.

This realisation led to a change in delivery for the January 2018/19 cohort with the
introduction of the REVIEW framework (City and Islington College, 2016). Adapted from
Blakeslee’s (2004) CRAAP test, this framework sought to engender critical thinking
proficiency through the evaluation of an article’s Relevance, Expertise, Viewpoint,
Intended audience, Evidence and When published data in relation to their business

pitches. Establishing how these database platforms worked sought to develop
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understanding of a concept in practice, and stimulate transferrable skill development. It
was hoped that teaching this in conjunction with established search techniques mentioned
previously would help to focus research and reduce searching time as less time would be
spent reading material that was irrelevant to their assessment. Anecdotal evidence from
the author and academics confirms that this approach reduces the time spent on their
research.

The programme’s evolution since January 2018 has been forged through continual
evaluation and collaboration with the module leader. This has seen, in addition to the
REVIEW framework, two new platforms added to the programme: the database Statista
and the UK Government directory, Companies House. These respectively provided
students with a global platform with which to see the data in wider context, and allow for
close examination of particular UK businesses through their annual reports. The data
could then be analysed in relation to the students’ own hypothetical businesses. Recent
research on current microlearning practices from Chuang (2019) and Buhu and Buhu
(2019) has shaped the present asynchronous delivery model used since the pandemic

through the recommendation of technologies to package the learning effectively.

The impact

The ISDS was invited to the final pitch presentations at the end of the modules. This was
beneficial for the ISDS to see the application of the data within the presentation and
assess the validity of data sources. It also helped to highlight the cross-department

collaboration.
Tracing the development of this project from its first inception for the September 2017/18
cohort to the present, the following impacts have been noted through this observation of

the student’s pitches at the end of the module. Students’ showed:

e Increased citations from reliable sources; greater reference had been made to

these sources throughout the pitch
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e Stronger connections between sources for cogent conclusions. Students now
showed that they could use this data in relation to their hypothetical businesses,
and detail any potential effects

e Improved critical thinking skills, evidenced though the aforementioned connections
between sources

e Anincrease in grade averages across the three intakes, as evidenced below

Recent data taken from the registry team at Coventry University London in July 2020
showed a slight increase in the average grades for the business pitch assessment, rising
from 61.4% in 2018/19 to 62.3% in 2019/20 for MO59 across all three intakes. The M060
course showed a similar raise in grades from 60.5% in 2018/19 to 62.8% in 2019/20, again
across all cohorts. When compared with the 2017/18 grade average of 57.3% for M059
and 60% for M0O60, an overall percentage increase of 5% and 2.8% respectively is noted.
Whilst this impact cannot wholly be attributed to the 10-minute tutorials, it is nonetheless

notable (see figure 2).

Figure 2. Increase in grade averages in each module
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The following was also observed through informal and Modular Evaluation Questionnaires
(MEQ) feedback, and statistical data:

e Increased communication with the ISDS through 1-1 appointments. The Library’s

statistics report shows that 1-1 tutorials specific to finding information rose from 17
in 2018/19, to 40 in 2019/20. An increase of 135% (see figure 3)
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e Increased recognition and appreciation of the Library and Learning Innovation
department and its role within the institution. Statistical data from the library guide
webpages showed in increase in online traffic from 54,653 hits in 2018/19 to 67,571
hits in 2019/20. An increase of 23.6% (see figure 4)

Figure 3. Increase in 1-1 finding information requests
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Figure 4: Increase in Library guides webpage hits
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Also in evidence is the wider acknowledgement of the project in other faculties, leading to
the development of similar workshops for both undergraduate (363LON Fashion
Management) and additional postgraduate (M003 Marketing in a Global Age) modules.
Data has not been collected from these modules to ascertain its impact on grades from
one academic year to the next, but students demonstrated increased awareness of the
databases through their questions and comments during the workshops. Increased
engagement with the ISDS was also noted through the previously mentioned rise in 1-1

requests and site traffic.
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COVID-19

Each cohort has brought new challenges and allowed for a consistent evolution of the
project. The Covid-19 pandemic in particular brought with it its own specific challenges and
identified the need for further delivery diversity. The original project was delivered
synchronously, with the option of further asynchronous content if the student wished to
access it. Whilst this delivery mode was still possible, time zones, technological issues and
alternative working practices dictated that a new method was needed. Aforementioned
research on contemporary microlearning methods from Chuang (2019) and Buhu and
Buhu (2019) informed this delivery model as the ISDS took the decision to create a series
of eight ‘10-minute tutorials’ over the traditional synchronous delivery mode. Containing
entirely asynchronous content, each tutorial focuses on a particular database and takes
the students through the research process via presentation and video demonstration. This
is then promoted through the Moodle pages for each module, where student engagement
can be tracked. There is currently no available data to determine whether this approach
will affect the average grades for these modules, or how the students will respond to the
change in format. Students are still able to seek additional support from the ISDS through
Microsoft Teams chat, email and live question and answer (Q&A) sessions.

Conclusions

Secondary research has shown that microlearning has benefits for cognitive processing as
the brain has opportunity and time to absorb the information (Cooper, 1990, p.2; Dwyer,
2002; Perry, 2000, p.34). This can be utilised in a higher education setting just as
effectively as in the workplace. This, along with evidence undertaken from primary
research, has shown that this project has garnered an increased awareness of both valid
research practices and the Library and Learning Innovation service. Collaboration between
the ISDS and the module leader was fundamental to the project’s development. Without
this, students would have no context for their skills development and be disinclined to learn
these skills. Despite the small, if positive, impact on average grades since 2018, the
project has highlighted a demonstrable effect on student pitches at the end of their

modules. Students are now citing data from these platforms and examining the
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relationship between this and their businesses. The inclusion of this microlearning project
within other modules in 2019 (363LON and M003) establishes the project’s flexible and
tailored design. This has allowed for its continued evolution and made it suitable for all.

Given this evidence, it is hoped that this model could be adopted by other faculties to

facilitate information literacy practice and its continual development to students.
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