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All students in my courses work in groups of three (although there may have to be one or even two groups of two, depending on the number of students in a class).  I call each group of students a partnership and each student in a partnership a partner.  I select three sets of questions from the end of each section of the textbook that will be covered during the course.  I call one set of questions Set A, the second Set B, and the third Set C.  When each student has completed his/her own set of questions, he or she marks one set of questions completed by one of their partners.  Each partnership must then organize their work into one joint workbook.  I call this strategy Peer Responsibility.  


One of the objectives of Peer Responsibility is to make students discuss the work with each other and to help one another throughout the course.  The marker can prevent the solver from losing marks by identifying questions that are incorrect so that they can be corrected before I see them.  If, when a solution reaches me, the solution is correct and the marker has marked it as correct, neither student loses any marks.  Just as important, the marker will not lose marks if the solver is unable or unwilling to complete the assigned questions correctly, because the marker only needs to recognize whether a question is right, wrong, complete, incomplete, or omitted.


Another objective of Peer Responsibility is to increase student-instructor interaction.  Most students have never marked the work of another student before and some will require advice.  The instructor is the most experienced marker, so students will come to him or her for advice.  I never tell a student how to mark a question.  I always make the student tell me what they are going to do and why they are going to do it.  I then ask questions designed to make them think about what they have decided to do until they have solved the problem they were having.


Incidentally, I have always preferred the term partnership to group because to me the word partnership conveys the idea of working closely together.  In England, if there were a group of people, who did not know each other, waiting at a bus stop, they would all ignore each other.  Indeed I had been over here for several years before I got used to the fact that when walking around the campus, people I did not know would say “Hi” to me.  Now when I return to England for a visit, I have to remember to ignore people around me that I do not know!


Marking the workbook is not as onerous a task as it might at first sound, because the solutions have already been marked, and good students will solve and mark most questions correctly.  Also the instructor has complete control of how many questions he or she must mark in the workbook.  For each course, I carefully select questions for the workbook so that the questions are challenging and the number to be solved and marked is sufficient to get the partnership cooperating, but I have only 3 to 4 hours of marking to do at the end of Session 1 and Session 2, and 2 to 3 hours of marking to do at the end of Session 3.  In short, there cannot be too many questions per student per session!  So I use the questions on the Example Tests as a source of further practice, BUT these questions do NOT have to be marked by the instructor.

I write the Example Tests so that all the topics and concepts in that session are covered.  College Algebra may require 25 questions on the Example Test to cover all the topics and concepts.  Differential equations may require 14 questions etc.  Two of these would be assignments; the remainder would be divided between the partners by the partners.  Each partner completes those questions assigned to him or her; they then discuss their solutions with the other partner(s).  I make it very clear that all the topics and concepts that could appear on the real test for that session are covered in the Example Test and the workbook problems.  To reinforce the importance of the Example Tests, I tell my students that it is essential that they complete the Example Tests because, when I mark the real tests, I can tell who completed them and who did not.  I emphasize that there can be as much as a 20% difference between students who complete the Example Test and those who do not.

The partnerships with good or keen students will divide up, solve and discuss the questions.  There will always be some students who will not be very keen to do any additional work.  However, these students will usually be able to see the folly of not completing the Example Tests!  Students use Peer Responsibility without using more of the instructor’s time (except to answer questions when the partnership gets stuck!).  I have found that students quickly learn that they will gain the most by cooperating and working together.


Note that you must never supply written solutions to the questions on the Example Tests.  If you do your students will not come to you for help and they will not try to solve the questions themselves, they will just read the solutions, gaining far less than if they attempted to complete them on their own or with their partners.  Also when they come to see you, let them tell you what they are doing, and then keep asking questions that push them in the right direction until their problem(s) are solved.

I make sure that my students know that if they need help, I am just a phone call away.  If there are difficulties, I sort them out either in class, in Additional Voluntary Tutorials, or in my office hours.  Note that to reduce my workload, I frequently use the same Example Test in 2 or more semesters.


Initially, I form all the partnerships on the first day the class meets using a form I refer to as the Times Not Available Form.  Each student crosses out all the times on this form during the week when they could not meet their partners.  When the forms have been completed, I tell them to walk around the room and find students who are free as often as possible when they are free.  Students then sit together in class with their partners for the rest of the semester.  The Times Not Available Form will usually get around 70% to 80% of the students in a class into partnerships that will be successful.  However, it will not solve all the problems associated with students working in partnerships.  So, usually after three weeks, I collect the workbooks and check to see if each student has completed and marked all the required work.  I then re-arrange students in partnerships that are not likely to be successful, into new partnerships according to the following criteria  :

1)
I put the workers together;


2)
I put the non-workers together;


3)
I put students who miss class or who do not follow the rules together.

Each student can choose to be in any one of the above three groups.  However, I emphasize that each student will gain the most academically and obtain the highest grade, by being a worker in a partnership with other workers.  I will allow only one exception.  If both members of a partnership, or all three partners, for partnerships of three, request to stay together, then I will leave them together, even if one partner is way behind.  Note that if the class divides precisely into partnerships of three, I take two partnerships of three and divide them into three partnerships of two.  This is so that if a student(s) adds, I have a ready-made partnership in which to place him or her.  Also if a student drops, in one of the partnerships of two, I can place the other student into one of the surviving partnerships of two.  Partnerships should remain fluid throughout the course.  If one partner wants to leave his/her partnership and join another they must be accommodated, even if it is close to the end of the semester.  A student must never be trapped by the structure of a course.

To improve the quality of the work, the solver can obtain an unlimited number of bonuses from the workbook.  It is also possible, although less frequent, for the marker to obtain bonuses.  In order to make each student try to obtain bonuses and improve the standard of their work, the marking scheme includes a major unknown over which they have no control.  The Final is worth 40% of the total marks available for the course.  Most students can see the wisdom of trying to obtain bonuses and improving the standard of their work, in case they have a bad day on the day of the Final.

I bring some completed workbooks from a previous semester along to the first day of class so my students can see what a workbook looks like.  I, then, put them on reserve in the library so they can have another look later on if they want to.  The workbooks I put in the library are from courses that are NOT running during the current semester – to prevent copying.  Usually in the first week of class I assign some questions for the workbook.  I recommend that these questions be completed over the first weekend of the semester.  However, I tell students not to start marking until the second week of the semester, in case one of their partner’s drops or a new student joins their partnership.


Almost every semester I receive at least one workbook from every class whose presentation is far superior to those of other partnerships.  So that I can review the workbooks and allocate bonus marks for these workbooks, all workbooks are handed to me on the day of the Final.  I record any bonus marks for the workbooks in a column in the Attendance Register, so that it is added to any attendance bonuses that have been accrued, and automatically transferred to the Marks Register.  After the Final, I post a sheet of paper on my door and ask students to sign it if they want their workbook returned to them.


Full details about the marking scheme and Peer Responsibility are in a set of notes called “A Guide to Partnerships”.  On the first day of class, I tell my students to obtain a copy of it.  I also tell them that there will  be an open-book multiple-choice test on this set of notes, at the beginning of the second week of the semester.  I refer to this test as the Structure Test.  There is only one Structure Test.  Every student in every class in every course takes the same Structure Test.  I never change it.  The day the students take the Structure Test is shown in the Semester Plan I hand out with the syllabus on the first day of class.  While there are no make-up tests for Test 1 and Test 2 (the missed marks are added to the Final), I do let students take the Structure Test if they miss it, because I want them to understand the structure of the course.


There are  20  multiple-choice questions on the Structure Test, each worth  1  mark.  These  20  possible marks are bonus marks (the maximum number of marks for the course is 1020, assuming no other bonuses).  I tell my students that they must have a red pen on the day the Structure Test is marked because they will be marking the test of the appropriate partner.  Any student without a red pen loses  5 marks.  It usually takes about 15 minutes to complete the test and about 10 minutes for the students to mark their partner’s test.  I encourage discussion during the marking of the test.  


I start the test about 15 to 20 minutes before the end of a class and mark it at the beginning of the next class.  There is good reason for this!  If you start the test at the beginning of a class, you could lose the remaining class time because their will always be a few students who spend the entire class period completing the test.  However, I noticed that the slower students finish the test very quickly when the end of the class arrives!  Also marking the test at the beginning of the next class period, gives those students in the class, who are less organized, a second chance to buy a red pen!


The Structure Test introduces students to marking the work of the correct partner for the first time while I am present, to resolve any problems.  It also introduces students to the words solver and marker.  Note that students must follow the rules when marking the work of their partner.  If they do not, I deduct 1 mark per marking error from their Structure Test total.
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