Language-Literature Card Sort

Guidance Notes

1. What is a Card Sort?

A Card Sort is an activity in which participants organise a large number of cards into groups or categories. The headings for this Language-Literature Card Sort are a rating scale (‘Strongly Agree’ - ‘Agree’ - ‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’ - ‘Disagree’ - ‘Strongly Disagree’. On each card is a statement about Language and Literature which the participants, in pairs or small groups, have to discuss and decide which heading to place it under. For example, a card might have the statement ‘I will chose modules that look fun rather than those that might have long term benefits for my career.’ The statements are deliberately open-ended and answers will depend very much on circumstances and individual motivations. They encourage participants to think widely about the subjects they are studying.

2. Why use Card Sorts?

Card sorts provide a structure that encourages discussion. Participants can ‘try out’ ideas and concepts, hear arguments for and against from their peers and attempt to persuade others of their points of view. As a result participants will start to realise what they feel about something or to recognise that they have changed their opinion because of evidence from their peers. Card Sorts allow for significant revision and adjustment of originally held ideas during the process. This can be equally useful for the lecturer facilitating the exercise, as for the students themselves.

Card Sorts are seen by most students as different, informal and fun: as such they are ideal for PDP or introductory sessions, although there is evidence that they can be used to structure modules or even courses. They are student-centred and highly interactive, involving students from the beginning and allowing them take ownership of their responses and to take control of the learning. Card Sorts are easy to run and free up the facilitator to interact with the groups. Preparation time is needed, however, since it requires time and patience to print, cut out (and possibly laminate) the cards.

For a more detailed briefing paper on Card Sorts, see ‘Using Card Sorts’ from the HEA Physical Sciences Subject Centre, 2005 from which many of the above ideas are taken.

3. The Activity Sheet

The Activity Sheet enables students to record some of their decisions as well as the reasons why they chose to place cards under certain headings. While some people have suggested that students should concentrate their discussions on those cards placed under the ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Strongly Disagree’ headings, others believe it is just as useful for students to explore cards they initially placed under ‘Neither Agree nor Disagree’ or those cards which they could not agree on as a group. It may be best to suggest they pick the cards they think will generate the best discussions and to record their subsequent debates on the Activity Sheet.

4. Aims of Language-Literature Card Sort

· To enable different types of Language and Literature students (joint, single etc.) to reflect on their skills and employability

· To familiarise first year undergraduates with the concepts and employability issues they will meet throughout their Language and Literature studies 

· To enable first years to better plan their module choices and future employability

· To encourage students to identify and/or develop attitudes and values about their study and employability

· To enable final year undergraduates to reflect on their educational and intellectual experiences of language and literature and to consider the value of their language and literature degree

· To help students understand the ideologies and concepts behind Language and Literature as Academic Subjects

· To encourage cohort identities of Language and Literature students

· To identify topics for structuring modules and classroom activities

· To help subject teams explore the way that Language and Literature is taught and structured and to encourage Language and Literature teams to work together

· To enable lecturers to better understand Language and Literature students, parents and employers and their attitudes towards study and employment 

5. Ways of using this Card Sort

5.1 Adapting the Card Sort for different types of students (First Years, Third Years, Language and Literature, Language (and Literature), and Literature (and Language) students)

5.2 Personal Development Planning

5.3 Reflection and Preparing for Leaving University

5.4 Structuring Modules and Classroom Exercises

5.5 Curriculum Enhancement

5.6 Researching Student Attitudes

5.7 Educating and Learning from Employers, Parents etc.

6. Guidance for using Card Sort

6.1 Adapting the Card Sort for different types of students (First Years, Third Years, Language and Literature, Language (and Literature), and Literature (and Language) students) and audiences

As well as the original Language-Literature Card Sort that was developed for third year joint Language and Literature students, I have included versions for First Year Language students who also take modules in Literature, and First Year Literature Students who also take modules in Language. There is no reason why the Card Sort cannot be adapted for other groups of students, such as MA students. 

6.2 Personal Development Planning

For First Years this Card Sort can introduce them to many of the questions and concepts that they will meet and develop later in their degree. More importantly, perhaps, it allows them to make early discoveries about the importance of choosing modules at progression and making career and employability decisions. In a session with Language first years (who also take literature modules) on the ELSIE programme (English Language Studies Initiative for Employability) run by Dawn Archer at uclan we spend time discussing cards like ‘I chose a Language (and Literature) degree as I thought it would give me lots of options’, ‘It is better to get a good Language (and Literature) degree than to have lots of extra-curricular experience’ and ‘It is a good idea to chose modules that you think will give you the highest marks rather than modules with challenging assignments.’ The following is feedback from the tutors involved:

The exercise was well received by the students and proved extremely useful in exploring the employability aspects of the two subjects, as well as their apparent similarities and differences (in terms of how they are taught, and the transferable skills that they develop).  Additionally, it helped to address misconceptions, held by the undergraduate students, in relation to English Language and Literature (Dawn Archer and Angela Kilpatrick, ELSIE, University of Central Lancashire).

6.3 Reflection and Preparing for Leaving University

The Card Sort can be used with Final Year students to help them reflect on what they have learnt and help prepare them for interview questions about their Language and Literature Studies. It helps remind students how much they have covered and what a range of issues they now have an educated opinion on. Starting from the position that employers are more likely to be impressed by students who understand their own value and the value of their subject and generic skills the Card Sort can help familiarise students with the language and concepts with which to put across their knowledge and skills. 

6.4 Structuring Modules and Classroom Exercises

Many of the individual cards can be used to structure modules or classroom activities. For example, in my Third Year Defined Field Seminar for joint Language and Literature Students I use some of the cards to focus on specific issues each week. 

Example 1: When delivering a session on Literature as an Academic Subject, which looks historically at the development of Literature and considered the directions the subject might be going in, we discussed the Card ‘Literature no longer has a Social Mission’. A classroom exercise on Practical Criticism was related to the Cards ‘It is more important to know when a text was written than who wrote it’ and ‘How a text means is more important than what a text means.’ In the next session on Language as an Academic Subject we ended with a critical debate about the statement ‘Literature is artistic and Linguistics is scientific.’

Example 2: An entire session was dedicated to the Card ‘There is no real difference between intertextuality and plagiarism’ to help students intellectualise these issues and better understand their own use of sources as well as explore creatively how intertextuality functions.

Example 3: In a session on students’ past experiences on their degree we discussed Cards like ‘It is my responsibility to make links between Language and Literature modules’ and ‘It is unreasonable to expect Literature lectures to understand and refer to Linguistics and vice versa.’ This enabled us to explore the reasons why these subjects might be taught in this way and the implications for students. Understanding what lies behind the decisions that are taken by staff about the curriculum can help students make appropriate choices.

6.5 Curriculum Enhancement

The results of the Card Sort may point the way to areas of the curriculum that need adapting or enhancing. For example, If students ‘Strongly Disagree’ that ‘I can name 10 jobs that a Language and Literature student would be good at’, for example, then perhaps this might be an area that could be developed. Likewise, if Third Year students ‘Agree’ that ‘It does not matter which Literary Theory I apply to a Literary Text’ perhaps this might suggest that teaching at Level 2 includes a session on why it might be important to understand the choices you make when you apply theory to a text. If students ‘Strongly Agree’ that ‘Studying Language and Literature will make me better at delivering presentations’ but can not say why or can not demonstrate suchskills then perhaps a session can be delivered that addresses this.

6.6 Researching Student Attitudes

Lecturers and Researchers could use this Card Sort to research student attitudes to specific issues. For example, you may want to know:

· The students’ views on their employability and the value of their Language and Literature degree

· How the students experience their Language and Literature degree (e.g. As two separate subjects with different methods and approaches etc.)

· What motivates students to make the choices about modules, courses and work that they do

· How students relate and transfer their subject and generic skills

· The difference between how lecturers and students understand key concepts of the disciplines and what it means to be part of the academic community of Language and Literature (e.g. Lecturers may ‘Disagree’ with the statement that ‘Literature no longer has a social mission’ but students may not recognise this as a driving force behind their subject) 

6.7 Educating and Learning from Employers, Parents etc.

Once lecturers have familiarised themselves with how they feel about the statements on the Card Sort it might be useful to invite employers to a Wine and Cheese Party and get them to participate in the Card Sort. Although it may be necessary to adapt some of the cards or remove a few that rely on very specific academic knowledge it would be a useful exercise. It would allow lecturers to learn what employers think about issues like the value of a Language and Literature degree, the knowledge and skills of Language and Literature students and what students study whilst at university. It would also be a way of educating employers about these very issues in a friendly, non-confrontational way. Both parties could benefit enormously from this. A shorter version could also be used at Open Days with Parents and prospective students to raise issues like employability. If parents ‘Strongly Agreed’ with statements like ‘There are some jobs for which a Language and Literature Degree would be completely useless’, for example, this would give lecturers an opportunity to tell them the value of skills and knowledge like grammar, critical analysis etc. 

7. Intellectual Ownership and Evaluation

Although Helen Day would appreciate being credited with this Language and Literature Card Sort, lecturers are encouraged to adapt it to their own needs. Please send an e-mail to HFDay@uclan.ac.uk letting Helen know what changes you have made and whether the Card Sort has been successful. This is part of the long-term evaluation of the Card Sort.

Helen Day (HFDay@uclan.ac.uk)

October 2007

