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Background. Anecdotally, 2015 was declared the year of the selfie. The theme of selfies is used as an opportunity to engage neuroanatomy students by
drawing from it as a newly created art form by means of models and video clips.

Objectives. To provide a synopsis of student perceptions of a team project to inform further project development and refinement.

Methods. Topics were allocated to teams of 5 - 6 students, constituting a class of 27. Teams were required to prepare a model that would demonstrate
a topic, which would be used to produce a video clip presented as a teaching tool. Three focus groups comprising 6 - 8 students subsequently held
discussions to determine student perspectives of the project.

Results. Students viewed the project as a means of facilitating teamwork and peer learning and of enhancing presentation skills. While all the teams
enjoyed the project and found it to be beneficial, students preferred making the model rather than producing the video clip. Nonetheless, students felt
particularly accomplished on seeing the completed video clip. A dominant view was that the project provided enhancement of the subject content,
pertaining largely to the team’s project, while the knowledge gained of other topics was limited. Some students preferred conventional teaching and found
the synopsis provided by the lecturer at the end of each presentation to be particularly useful.

Conclusion. This case study provides evidence to support simple strategies of integrating discipline-specific content (‘hard skills’) with general education

(‘soft skills’), as required of higher education.
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Teaching and assessment strategies require constant personal reflection
as to whether these approaches adequately prepare students to meet the
discipline-specific knowledge base of the profession (‘hard skills’), while
simultaneously developing behavioural and attitudinal skills that empower
them to become more socially aware and responsible citizens (‘soft skills)."
Integrating soft skills with hard skills is a conceptual principle that higher edu-
cation promotes and requires, more recently popularised as ‘graduate attri-
butes’?) Adapting teaching and assessment practices towards addressing this
need from a basic medical science and clinically applied perspective, creates
the opportunity and platform to be innovative in identifying new strategies
and expanding on conventional practices. Consequently, team learning has
become popular in many medical training institutions. In anatomy, the
limited dissection potential of the cadaveric brain, and the complexity of
the three-dimensional stuctures within it, further creates a substrate for
innovative learning.

This case study highlights the effectiveness of a team project that
embraces the elements of hard and soft skills, team learning and self-directed
learning. Topics provided required the preparation and presentation of
models through a video clip as a newly created art form, so as to adopt the
contemporary social theme: selfies 2015. As it was an innovative curricular
activity, it was considered giving specific attention to and evaluating the
project from a student’s perspective. More importantly, the project provided
a simple strategy that can be used to integrate hard and soft skills, as has
become a requirement of most curricula.

Objectives

A class activity has been used as a strategy to integrate hard and soft skills
through the concept of a popular social theme related to the creation of an
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art form, and to evaluate the students’ perception of the project in terms of
expanding subject knowledge, personal appeal and enjoyment, and future

considerations.

Methods

Each team, comprising 5 - 6 students, was allocated a topic in neuroanatomy

and was required to prepare a model to demonstrate a particular aspect.

Each of the three topics formed part of the neuroanatomy syllabus, but was

not taught through formal lectures and practicals. For these topics, student

teams were required to prepare a model relevant to the topic and produce

a 15-minute video clip incorporating the model as a class presentation.

Typically, each of these topics, as in previous years, would have been taught

by the lecturer and, as such, contributed substantively to the subject matter.

The topics, however, comprised only three of nine key topics of this section

of the course and included:

« the ventricles of the brain and the flow and circulation of cerebrospinal
fluid

« the arterial blood supply and venous drainage of the brain and spinal
cord

o specialised grey matter within the substance of the cerebrum, with
particular reference to location, structure and function.

There were no specific guidelines for the model preparation or for the
presentation of the video clip. In this way, latitude was allowed among
students in terms of innovation and team preferences. Students were,
however, referred to the subject guide for a clear set of stipulated outcomes
to be achieved for each topic in terms of the content that would need to be
covered and the appropriate level of detail required. A specific time frame
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for completion of the project was also clarified. The teams were assessed
equally on the model and the video clip, and a questioning session was
held, where team members were questioned on relevant aspects of the
topic. The allocation of marks regarding the model focused on key aspects,
such as appearance and functionality, and its relationship to other relevant
structures in the brain and spinal cord (where applicable). For the video
clip, marks were allocated on the basis of presentation aspects, such as voice
projection, clarity, engagement with and reference to the model, and pace
and level of ease with which the topic content was highlighted. During the
question-and-answer session marks were allocated based on how accurately
students responded to questions and how well they could explain their
responses, as well as the level of participation of all team members.

Students were subsequently invited to a focus group interview to
document their opinions of the project. The interviews were conducted
independently by an external facilitator to limit the bias of the lecturer
requesting feedback from students on a teaching event facilitated by the
same lecturer. Furthermore, the interviews had taken place after final
course assessments were completed so that students felt comfortable
during their participation or non-participation, and in providing honest
feedback. As these interviews were voluntary, some students chose not to
participate or were unavailable owing to the course having been completed
by this time. Nevertheless, the focus group discussions were used as an
opportunity to establish some awareness of student perceptions of the
project and to help to engage academics in reflective practice using student
feedback as a reliable source.

The questions used for the focus group discussions were based on the
principle of reflective practice, which pivots on the ability and need to
reflect on what, why and how we do things and to adapt and develop
our practice during lifelong learning.*" This has been promoted by
and required of higher education teaching. It is usually complemented
by regular subject evaluations and subsequent adaptations to teaching
and assessment, based on the views of students. As such, basic questions
were posed to the focus groups, relating to what students enjoyed about
the project, what students did not like about the project and, more
importantly, how the project could be enhanced if used for future teaching,
learning and assessment. Consequently, the conceptual framework of the
study reporting was based on the questions used for the focus group
discussions and key themes that emerged from the interviews. Focus
group discussions were audio recorded and transcribed by an independent
transcriptionist. Thematic analyses were used to analyse the transcripts
using the NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software, version 10.") Themes
and sub-themes were created, based in part on the guided questions and
data from the transcripts.

Ethical approval
Permission to obtain student feedback was obtained from the Research
Ethics Committee, Durban University of Technology (ref. no. 122/15).

Results
Three focus group interviews comprising 21 of a class of 27 students (78%
response rate), revealed the following key themes:

The project

A dominant view was that the project integrated theory and practical
aspects of the topic, which was found to be enjoyable. Students appreciated
working as a team, learning from each other and sharing knowledge. A
further view that was often highlighted was the technical challenges faced

in making the video clip. Consequently, many students preferred making the
model rather than producing the video clip. There was general agreement
that, despite the challenges faced during the process of completing this
project, the end product and the experience gained from the endeavour were
well worth the effort.

Perceptions of reasons for engagement in the project
Students viewed the project as a means of facilitating and ensuring
teamwork and peer learning and as a vehicle for the enhancement of
presentation skills:
‘We learn it practically instead of theoretically’
‘Video method was entertaining and increased our concentration; it
helped us to learn how to make a video that we can use one day when
we qualify’
‘We understand better when other students teach us rather than only
learning from the lecturer’

Enjoyment of the project
While all the teams enjoyed the project, few took pleasure in making the
video. It was noted that the more enjoyable part of the project was related
to making the model:
‘Making the model was nice and enjoyable. The video only tested our
skills on how to video it. We found making the video stressful’

Nonetheless, students found the project to be an enjoyable experience,

particularly on seeing and presenting the end product (i.e. the video clip):
‘We had a lovely group and we all worked well together and enjoyed
working in the group. Seeing our work in the end gave us great
satisfaction’

Less enjoyable aspects of the project
Students experienced challenges in making the video and therefore found
this to be a less gratifying experience than making the model. Some teams
also encountered problems getting the entire group together for the video
clip and experienced some technical challenges:
‘We struggled with making the video, we had problems with the sound
- it was “hazy”. We also had problems, while presenting, with the timing
(delayed) so information did not correspond with what was presented.
Getting all the team members together in the limited time available was
a problem, so this delayed the making of the video.

Subject content
Collective enhancement of knowledge and its application
There was general consensus that the project provided good enhancement
of the subject matter, but that this pertained largely to a particular team’s
project, while knowledge obtained of other topics of the section relied on
the presentations and a brief synopsis by the lecturer:
‘We covered the content extensively. However, the areas covered by
the other teams — we had limited knowledge of these in the short
presentation’

Despite this limitation, students agreed that the exercise was fruitful in
enhancing the anatomy learning experience:
‘Making it, seeing the video and presenting it helps to remember better.
Anatomy is good when looking at pictures — you better understand
it and this helps to remember it better. Doing it yourself enhances
memory because you correct it over and over again’
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The project as an alternative to conventional teaching

While most students indicated that the experience was exciting and

beneficial, some still preferred conventional teaching and found the

lecturer’s synopsis at the end of each presentation very useful:
Yes, it was better, as the way it was explained was not the standard form -
the video was attention grasping and fun with humour, despite challenges’
‘The lecturer provided important information after the presentation.
Those areas that we did not do were difficult to understand through the
video clip alone, but the lecturer explained it to us after the presentation
and this was beneficial.

Some students were of the view that the experience was not beneficial:
‘The making of the model and the video was a like a repetition and you
stop paying attention’

‘The entire process of making the model and video — we were not learning
but we were stressing about what we are presenting rather than what we
are supposed to know?

There were some students who did not consider the project to be a better
alternative to conventional teaching, but indicated that ‘it can be improved on’

Future recommendations

Suggested areas for improvement of this learning experience

A dominant view that emerged from the discussions was that although this

method of learning was beneficial, enhancement was needed in the form of

technical assistance, especially for making the video:
‘Technical assistance (a tutor) on video making must be made available to
us. Also to make some kind of software available in the computer lab. This
will help, as making the video can be done on the campus by all rather
than at somebody’s house, for example.

Some students felt that the video clip could be replaced altogether or
supplemented by a conventional power-point presentation. Students
proposed that a more formative approach to the assessment should be used
so that work in progress could be reviewed, with recommendations for
improvement. There were also suggestions that more detailed assessment
criteria should be outlined.

Some indicated that before the allocation of team projects, the lecturer
should, as an example, do a similar project with the entire class, which includes
dissection of an area, development of a video clip and the presentation thereof.

Discussion

In the past, most medical training institutions taught students by means of
curricula that were based on the traditional model of teaching, primarily
relying on the transfer of information from teacher to student.’! Conse-
quently, students relied on memorisation and largely focused on short-
term recall.¥! The transformation in higher education towards supporting
more active student engagement, complemented by the changing needs
and interests of students, has warranted more interactive and self-directed
learning. Furthermore, there is a growing emphasis on the nature of
competencies with which students leave university, which go beyond
disciplinary expertise or technical knowledge, to producing generic skills,
such as the ability to communicate effectively, work as a team and
demonstrate responsibility.”*! In this regard, the term ‘graduate attributes’
appears to have achieved fairly widespread acceptance in the most recent
literature and is commonly used in the South African context.”
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The focus of this study has been on transforming a conventional teaching
and assessment tool (i.e. project/assignment) into an endeavour that
integrates hard skills, in a self-directed and interactive manner, with soft
skills, which contribute towards attaining generic capabilities emphasised
in most institutional mandates emanating from the National Plan in Higher
Education, 2001.1"") More so, an attempt to incorporate the application of
‘graduate attributes’ in an otherwise content-based task, is inherent in this
endeavour. The use of a theme relevant to current social interest provides a
stimulating and contemporary appoach.
In summary, the following benefits were identified:
 The idea of the project was exciting and enjoyable.
« The project promoted and enhanced working together as a team.
+ Most of the learning took place in a self-directed manner and pivoted on
peer teaching and learning.
« Active engagement in the project and with the subject content promoted a
deeper understanding of and more confidence in knowledge of the topic.
« The project required expansion in technical skills and abilities.
o Great satisfaction/accomplishment was felt upon completion of the project
and presentation to the class.

The following key aspects were not enjoyed:

o There were technical challenges, resulting in difficulties and disappoint-
ments in terms of envisaged plans.

« The notion of a presentation and questioning session in an auditorium
setting was daunting and created anxiety.

o There was limited time to work on the project as a team, which became
complicated with regard to co-ordinating team meetings outside of
formal contact time.

o While a high level of mastery was obtained in the topic presented by a
team, there were knowledge gaps in the other two topics presented by
other groups. Relying on the video clip might not have been adequate.

Suggested improvements:

« The primary recommendation was that an experienced person who could
provide technical assistance for the project was needed.

« Formative feedback by a tutor or lecturer would assist in directing students
during the process of the project development.

« An environment more conducive to video recording would limit the need
for teams to co-ordinate meeting outside the university campus.

o More clarity on the specifics of mark allocation would provide better
direction and focus.

While pertinent suggestions were made for future development of the
project, the task was recognised as offering an engaging, constructive and
exciting space for learning beyond the limits of content-specific theory and
practicals.

Study limitations

As each topic covered by the project was not covered during formal
lectures, it was not possible to provide information on pre- and post-
intervention knowledge. For future studies it might be useful to compare
student assessment performance (e.g. in a test or examination) on
aspects related to these topics with other topics covered by conventional
teaching within the same, if not similar, section. Nonetheless, an
opportunity for reflection on student experience and insight informs
future practice.
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Conclusion

Allied health and medical students require active learning engagement
that will allow them to move beyond the primary concern of ‘content
presentation and assessment’ towards revisiting and improving ways of
thinking and connecting information.!"'? The content developed in
this study is recognised as being relevant, as the project involved the
development of skills and processes appropriate for life beyond the context
of medical science.
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