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The location of the 2009 International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (ISSOTL) Conference was Indiana University based in Bloomington, which also hosted the very first ISSOTL conference.  From chatting to the locals, we heard that Bloomington is a town that is not particularly representative of the rest of Indiana due to its status as a university town.  The university brings a lively, cosmopolitan feel to the town, and students make up a vast majority of the residents.   Indiana is known as the Hoosier state, and after seeing the word written in the names of businesses and athletic clubs we discovered that a Hoosier is simply someone that is native to Indiana.  We spoke to a number of native residents of Bloomington, and they all had in common a real pride and love for their town.  It is easy to see why Bloomington is so called; every street is lined with huge leafy trees that are currently turning bright shades of pink, orange and red with the fall.

There are some striking culture differences between America and Britain, one of these being the genuine friendliness and helpfulness of the Americans compared to us more cynical Brits.  It was also apparent that all our stereotypes about American food are actually true in that there was a distinct lack of fresh fruit and vegetables in most establishments, coupled with an abundance of cake!  We had attempted to travel by public transport, and had hoped to walk into town, but we were scuppered on both accounts as the infrastructure relies on people driving everywhere.

The title of the conference was ‘Shared futures, emerging knowledge, solid foundations’ and it was about the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.  There was a vast range of topics covered in the presentations and workshops so it was important to identify the most relevant or interesting presentations to attend.  Our main interest was on the use of technology to enhance students’ learning, particularly the use of interactive technologies such as Web 2.0.  The reason for this was that we presented our own project at the conference entitled ‘Ceppl.net: A Web 2.0 Video Resource to Enhance Health Students’ Understanding of Generic Research Concepts’ and so were keen to find out what other research had been undertaken in the same area.  On a personal level I found this particularly interesting, as it seems that American schools and universities are using certain technologies that are not in common usage here, such as the use of clickers during lectures.  The clickers are used by the students to select an answer to a question on the board, and their responses can then be immediately viewed in graphical form.  This technique is useful as it allows both the lecturer and the students to see how much knowledge the class has about a particular topic.  I am not sure of the prevalence of clicker-use in British lectures, but it is an idea I had not previously come across.  Also, a lot of interesting discussion was created around the use of social networking sites such as Facebook or Twitter both in and out of lectures for the purpose of teaching, and whether using these had any impact on students’ learning.  Arguments were presented from both sides, but ultimately the evidence seemed to show that students were regularly using these sites during lectures anyway for networking purposes, so it was a good idea to also harness them for learning.
My background lies in psychology, so in order to get the most out of the conference I decided it would be appropriate to attend a psychology discussion during breakfast.  The discussion was facilitated by the Executive Director of the Society for the Teaching of Psychology (www.teachpsych.org), and revolved around teaching psychology to undergraduate students in order to provide a blueprint for the future.  One outcome that struck me from this discussion was a marked difference in psychology education in the US compared to Britain.  Here psychology is taught with equal weighting on both quantitative and qualitative methods, whereas in the states qualitative methodology is rarely used and all the focus of the undergraduate courses is on quantitative methods.  I was surprised to learn this, but also feel it is invaluable to know how a subject is taught on an international scale.

As my first experience of an international conference, I have to say that I thoroughly enjoyed myself.  I was really enthusiastic about having the opportunity to attend any presentations that took my fancy, and it was interesting to find out what new research is being undertaken all over the world.  Also there was many an opportunity to network and spend time wandering around the poster sessions at leisure.  Our own presentation went well and we got a good reception. We also had the chance to chat to our audience afterwards and get some immediate feedback on our work.  We made a number of contacts, some of which may be interested in future collaborations with the Ceppl.
