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I have a sexy topic in principle, then they hit the reality, and they go, “oh sh*t!”.  Because it’s not that sexy when you come to actually talking about international relations, particularly when you’ve got Australian Foreign Policy as one of your core units.  I’m actually going to go back to when I was teaching International Politics and Security in Russia and Eurasia or ‘IPSRE’ as it became known, which was a bit of an easier sell.  But one of the things about this that really got me was, we seem to be saying, okay, if you can list a load of Russian presidents then you’ve learnt something.  And I'm thinking, in the great scheme of things, as much as I love Russia, how is this going to equip them for going out into the big wide world and selling themselves as Russian graduates.  And the answer is, it’s not. 
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So I was thinking more about how to manage information, how to present things differently, how to actually think on your feet in a tight time-frame, so I switched to task-based learning for this.  And this is when you can actually look at skills as well as the content, and the idea of actually getting students to do things.  And the one thing about it is, it can be really quick, and really dirty.  And that’s actually a really good thing, because students learn to work within time constraints, doing it quickly and getting it to be good enough rather than obsessing over it saying “it’s got to be absolutely perfect; I've got to learn how to write the perfect essay”.  Actually, in the real world, the boss is probably going to say “I need a report on my desk by Monday, do whatever you can by then”.
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So for that, we set up these tasks and said they're going to be time-limited to one hour group task; tell them what they’ve got to achieve in that time.  Different task every week but they repeat it over the course of the unit.  And also bringing in other information.  So drawing on media reports, drawing on written papers.  The idea was that they had to work through a problem every week.  This was also linked up to the assessment, but I'm not going to tell you about that today.
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So what sort of tasks can you use in the space of a one hour or a 50 minute tute.  You could do:

· a draft briefing paper—get them to do bullet points

· press statements—get them to act out, so they’ve got to present from an embassy or something

· infographics are always good; they're actually better on a big piece of paper; get away from the computer

· annotated maps are a good one; but be careful if you put Russians and Poles in the same group when you’ve got a map of Europe, because you’ll probably get it partitioned and you’ll be in danger of World War III—this was one of the things I did learn quite quickly was to keep the Russians and the Poles in the class quite separate

· storyboards are something that are immensely underused and actually bring in that picture quality—storytelling it brings it to a different point, picking up the key moments

· research/conference panel proposals if you've got a stronger group where you want to implicate them with some academic socialisation

· SWOT analysis is something that we don’t use enough of, and it’ something that people might [use] because it’s a bit more business-oriented

· or even book or chapter reviews

So the one’s in orange are just the ones I want to talk about very briefly.
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So this was a SWOT analysis of the Russian state and this is what one group came up with in the space of about 35 minutes once they’d actually settled down to it.  And this really was a great way to see how much they'd actually been thinking about the concept of the state, but also bring it together.  You can see a bit of humour in it.  You can see comments about the world cup.  Corruption is seen as a strength—but is possibly a little bit dubious, but they’ve got a point in a way.  But you can use these to draw out the key themes; something that is pretty quick, pretty easy to do.  Works very well, it can be applied to a wide range of contexts: states, organisations, media, take your pick really.  So something that works well and you can sell it in terms of the employability factor—thinking about situations strategically.  So that was one thing that went down well.
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Book chapter reviews—pick one of the readings you have done and actually get them to engage with it and ask them different questions.  A key question they actually loved was “how could this actually be improved for use by you?”—so relating it back to them.  
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Press Statements—you're a diplomat and you've got to present on a particular issue and you can see some groups took a slightly flippant tone initially, but did come up with a decent report.  Other groups were more professional in their approach to it.  Use this as a jumping off point.
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Preparation for media interviews—you're a junior expert, you've got comment on something.  They run through this ... and at times ... frustrations... [laughter].
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And then really, the one that actually grabbed people completely, which I was quite surprised about, was storyboarding music videos.  So I got them to storyboard music videos to explain post-1991 EU-Russian relations.  So you have a variety of images of Putin ... used to some quote from ‘You Don’t Understand Me’.  One group took it one step further and used ‘The Spice Girls’.  And they came up with this wonderful video that does actually explain it perfectly.  There’s a link at the bottom that doesn't show up very well, but if anyone wants it, it does explain exactly how it does that.  The feedback from that what that “it was fun, it was pop culture reference, it was relevant, they could remember it”.  So they suddenly could fit everything together.  

So this sort of task, it doesn't have to be digital, it can be in the classroom, it doesn't have to be perfect.  But you can just think about it in a bit broader way.  So yeah, I’ll stop there.

