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From: Jesus Rogel-Salazar 

On-line learning and Mind-wandering 

 

In recent years there has been a boom in online 
educational offerings and outlets. Together with 
that, education institutions at all levels have been 
pushing towards virtualization of the classroom. 
These developments raise issues regarding the 
effectiveness of these virtual lectures given the 
availability of other distractions, such as email, the 
web, TV, that are readily available to the students 
in the same computer.  
One way to solve the problem, according to 
Harvard researchers, is to test students early and 
often. 
The combination of online lectures with short tests 
help students concentrate, halving the time they 
end up mind-wandering, their note-taking tripled, 
and overall retention of the material improved, 
according to Daniel Schacter and colleagues. Their 
findings are described in a paper published in the  
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 
[1]. 
The researchers devised two experiments: In the 
first, a group of students was asked to watch a 
lecture that had been broken up into four 
segments of about five minutes each. After each 
segment, students were asked to do several math 
problems. Some students were then tested on the 
material from the lecture, while a control group 
did more math problems. In the second 
experiment, participants were separated into 
three groups. Similar to the first experiment, all 
began watching a lecture that had been broken up 
into four segments. The difference was that 
students were interrupted, and asked whether 
their minds were wandering. Their answer was Yes 
40 percent of the time.  
Following each segment, all three groups again did 
a set of math problems. Some students were then 
tested on the lecture, some did more math 
problems, and some were given the chance to 
study material from the lecture a second time. 
In both experiments, students who were tested 
between each segment -- but not the others, even 
those who were allowed to study the material 
again -- showed a marked drop in mind-wandering 
and improved overall retention of material. 
This means that it is not enough for a lecture to be 
of the right length, but also it is important to have 
the testing. A break per se allows the students to 
do something else and does nothing to improve 

their performance. The testing acts as an incentive 
for students to pay attention, as they know they 
will have to answer after each segment. The same 
may apply in a traditional classroom setting as 
students are not generally expected to summarise 
what they have learnt until much later on.  
 
References 
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Jane Austen and Game Theory 

 

 

 
 

There must be a short course in this somewhere 

for us – it has just been published by Princeton 

University Press. Watch out for ‘TOWIE – 

uniqueness theorems in reality TV’. Other 

suggestions welcome. 

 

http://www.pnas.org/content/110/16/6313
http://www.pnas.org/content/110/16/6313


The PAM Learning and Teaching Circular no. 6 June 2013 

 

Wayne Stimson at the UH Learning and Teaching 
Conference 
 
 

 

Wayne Stimson, who some of you will have taught 

on the Astrophysics programme, gave the PAM 

filmed contribution to the conference. Wayne 

describes in the film the impact on having, or not 

having, some form of notes or guidance in advance 

of a class. Wayne’s film generated some 

interesting discussion and should be accessible 

soon via the Disability Services website but, if you 

would like to see it, perhaps we can play it at the 

Staff Development Day in September. 

 

Electronic Voting Systems  
 
 
As a School, we have the lowest percentage 

uptake by staff of this very useful tool. The 

software is being upgraded this summer and we 

have two portable receivers that should be 

compatible after the change. However, those of us 

using EVS have just worked from a memory stick in 

the class PC which has proved to be robust and 

convenient. The advice to new users is not to 

attempt assessment via EVS until you are 

confident with its use. You can use it purely in class 

and it is excellent for review questions or revision 

sessions when you can get a reliable measure of 

what your class do and do not understand. There 

has been talk of student feedback forms (Student 

Viewpoint and the SFQs) being conducted via EVS. 

This may well come in time and so it will be 

mandatory to use it at least for that session. Please 

let Sean and Suzanne know of your EVS 

requirements for 2013/14 so that we can manage 

the dispersal of the handsets 

From Jill Andreanoff: Peer Coaching in PAM 

The School of PAM has elected to contribute 

financially to the delivery of a Peer Coaching 

programme along with 5 other Schools (Law, 

Business, Life Medical Sciences, Humanities and 

Education) run by the Mentoring & Coaching Unit, 

Outreach & Widening Participation, Office of the 

Dean of Students). A similar scheme was piloted 

2012/13 with the Law School and Accounting & 

Finance Group (Business School) and 

demonstrated an 18% increase in overall 

satisfaction with being a UH student, a 16% 

increase in their confidence in their ability to 

obtain their degree in the students being 

mentored.  

The Mentoring & Coaching Unit have developed 

and delivered a number of programmes in order to 

support UH students. These range from an Alumni 

programme (to support final year students with 

the transition to work) a Buddy Mentor scheme for 

International students to support for students with 

a disability and those from a widening 

participation background (from lower 

socioeconomic groups). The Mentoring schemes 

have recently received accreditation from the 

National Mentoring & Befriending Foundation for 

delivering the programmes according to best 

practice.  

The aim of the Peer Coaching programme is to 

support those students who may be finding a 

particular aspect of their course difficult, are not 

achieving their full potential or perhaps lacking in 

motivation and organisational skills.  

The Peer Coaches were selected not only on their 

suitability for a supportive role but also on their 

academic ability. The selection criteria (including 

submission of an application form and interview) 

also had the requirement of being on track to 

achieve at least a 2:1 or above. Successful 

applicants received two days of training for the 

role in February 2013 and are supported 

throughout the process by the Mentoring & 

Coaching Team. Particular emphasis is made 
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during the training on the boundaries of the 

coaching role and how much academic support is 

appropriate. It is anticipated that Peer Coaches will 

support their allocated students for a period of up 

to 10 weeks, meeting for approximately an hour 

per week.  

Self-referrals through StudyNet were initially poor 

but following a number of brief talks given to 

groups of students to offer the opportunity in their 

lectures, applications increased. Lecturers were 

also able to identify failing students and 

recommend the service. Names of suitable 

students were also supplied to the Mentoring & 

Coaching Team to follow up.  

Currently 8 PAM coaches are supporting 14 

students in a range of subject areas from Maths, 

Physics to Astrophysics. One final year Maths 

student is facilitating group work sessions and 

supporting 5 other students who have shared 

difficulties. One level 5 Physics student is as yet 

unmatched and therefore still has availability to 

support any level 4 students who have been 

identified as ‘at risk’. 

It should also be noted that additional PAM 

students are being supported as part of the 

National Scholarship Programme mentoring 

scheme (the aim of which is social integration 

rather than academic performance).  

A full report of the findings of this pilot will be 

disseminated at the end of the academic year.  

For further information please contact Jill 

Andreanoff J.A.Andreanoff@herts.ac.uk  

 

From Sean Ryan: The Common Reading 
programme 
 
 

There are efforts to establish a common reading 

programme at UH, meaning that new entrants are 

assigned a book to read, and to meet and discuss 

it. It’s a way of getting students reading and talking 

about what they are reading, from across 

disciplines. Apparently this sort of thing is quite 

common in some US universities. I think it has 

potential for broadening our students, and I have 

asked for PAM to participate in a pilot to be 

conducted this year. It’s being led from 

Humanities, by Jeremy Ridgman. The book they 

have adopted for 2013/14 is “The Wave” 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Wave-Pursuit-

Rogues-

Freaks/dp/0767928857/ref=sr_1_7?ie=UTF8&qid=

1369348588&sr=8-7&keywords=the+wave 

 

(not to be confused with a book and film of the 

same name about a Nazi psychology experiment in 

a US high school – which I saw when I was growing 

up and thought at the time was excellent). 

 

 

From Lauren Dovey: Innovation Matters 6
th

 June 
2013 at DH campus, UH 
 
 

An innovation event held at UH: 

http://www.enterpriseeuropeeast.org.uk/eox/eve

nts/register.asp?eventid=580  

13:30 Arrival, registration and networking 

mailto:J.A.Andreanoff@herts.ac.uk
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Wave-Pursuit-Rogues-Freaks/dp/0767928857/ref=sr_1_7?ie=UTF8&qid=1369348588&sr=8-7&keywords=the+wave
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Wave-Pursuit-Rogues-Freaks/dp/0767928857/ref=sr_1_7?ie=UTF8&qid=1369348588&sr=8-7&keywords=the+wave
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Wave-Pursuit-Rogues-Freaks/dp/0767928857/ref=sr_1_7?ie=UTF8&qid=1369348588&sr=8-7&keywords=the+wave
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Wave-Pursuit-Rogues-Freaks/dp/0767928857/ref=sr_1_7?ie=UTF8&qid=1369348588&sr=8-7&keywords=the+wave
http://www.enterpriseeuropeeast.org.uk/eox/events/register.asp?eventid=580
http://www.enterpriseeuropeeast.org.uk/eox/events/register.asp?eventid=580
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14:00 Welcome and introduction 

• Innovation and support in the East of England – 

John Christopher, EEN East (30 mins) 

• Intellectual Property explained – Ross Kay, 

Laudens (45 mins) 

Break – refreshments (20 mins) 

• Enterprise Europe Network – John Christopher, 

EEN East (15 mins) 

• Going overseas (Export support) – Dr Brian 

Stammers, UKTI (45 mins) 

Open forum, questions and answers (15 mins) 

17:00 Close and Networking 

18:00 Depart. 

 

Entry is free by advance registration - either 

online here at this page or simply call us on 0845 

641 9955. We will then confirm your registration 

and send details of the venue. 

Venue: University of Hertfordshire, de Havilland 

Campus, Hatfield, Hertfordshire, AL10 9EU 

Cost: FREE! 

Further Information: Register on-line or contact 

John Christopher on 07799 060400 or 

j.christopher@eeneast.org.uk for further 

information 

 

Plagiarism – ‘Any old map will do’ 
 
 

Anyone who is presenting this topic to students 

might be interested in the American Scientist 

article ‘To Throw Away Data: Plagiarism as a 

Statistical Crime’ [Volume 101 May-June 2013 

p168-171]. It contains a fascinating tale based on 

the story (I’m not sure if it’s apocryphal or not) of 

the Hungarian reconnaissance unit who found 

themselves trapped by a snowstorm in the Alps 

but were able to keep calm and survive in the 

knowledge they had a map to use once the storm 

lifted. The only problem (and this they hadn’t 

realised) was the map was of the Pyrenees! This 

led to the slogan in management science – ‘When 

you are lost, any old map will do.’ Anyway, there 

are disputes over later printed accounts of this 

incident and, more importantly, how these 

accounts borrowed perhaps without referencing. 

[Illustration below by Stephanie Freese from the 

American Scientist article cited above – you can’t 

be too careful!] 

 

Peer Review 
 
 

The guidelines for next year have not yet been 

decided, so we don’t know yet whether we will be 

restricted to live teaching sessions as this year, but 

the requirement again will be that everyone be 

peer- reviewed in their teaching during the coming 

academic year. Members of staff at 0.5 FTE or 

below need only be observed once every two 

years but are welcome and encouraged to be part 

of the annual run. I’m not sure if we learnt much 

from the returned PRF3 forms – they are not 

released beyond the School and so there is no 

need to be overly defensive. Hopefully the review 

of others does give some insight into different 

levels and some variations in approach. You might 

like to consider live demonstrations using simple 

kit in class and now is the time to order for next 

year if we don’t have what you want. 

Life and death in Pompeii and Herculaneum 
 
 

This exhibition finishes at the British Museum on 

29
th

 September 2013.  William Hamilton, perhaps 

better known because of his wife’s liaison with 

Nelson, was one of the pioneers in the study of 

Vesuvius and a model of how not to make 

adequate risk assessments – he was pelted by 

football-sized rocks on one ascent. 

 


