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First-Year Students' Experiences of Learning and Teaching in the Biosciences 
 
 
This keynote reviews findings from a large-scale, four-year ESRC-funded research project which 

was concerned with undergraduate courses as 'teaching-learning environments' (i.e. taking 

account of a wide array of influences on the quality of students' learning)  in the biosciences and 

three other contrasting subject areas.  The keynote focuses on questionnaire and interview 

findings from the three first-year bioscience course units surveyed, which had with intakes 

ranging from less than 100 to over 600, and matching differences in the size and scope of their 

staffing inputs. For the most part, the students' experiences were positive ones, and staff were 

generally perceived as friendly and approachable.  Three areas of challenge emerged where the 

experiences of the students had been more varied: engagement with students' diverse 

backgrounds and aspirations; the provision of guidance and feedback on assigned and assessed 

work; and managing large and diverse course teams.  

 
 
Dai Hounsell is Professor of Higher Education at the University of Edinburgh, where he was 

founding director of the Teaching, Learning and Assessment Centre and has led the Enhancing 

Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses Project  [http://www.ed.ac.uk/etl ].     

The project was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council as part of the Teaching 

and Learning Research Programme.  Dai was until recently Teaching and Learning Editor of the 

international journal Higher Education.  His many publications include The Experience of 

Learning, Reviewing Your Teaching, and various studies of student and staff conceptions and 

experiences of assignments and assessment-for-learning.  He is currently engaged on a project 

on Integrative Assessment which is funded by the Quality Assurance Agency in Scotland, and a 

systematic review of the literature on innovative assessment across the disciplines, funded by the 

Higher Education Academy.  

 


