Malton Towers: Improving Students’ Conclusions in Business Studies Coursework

Peter Wood, John Wilmot High School


What part of the specification is this relevant to?

This is an example of using the arguments framework in the context of improving students’ coursework. In this case the coursework consisted of an evaluation of a proposal for a new leisure facility ‘Malton Towers’. The lesson focused on the ‘stakeholders’ strand. 

Learning Focus

· Understanding the perspectives of stakeholders affected by a development proposal as exemplified by an expanded leisure facility. 

· Understanding the conflict and common interest between stakeholders in a business

· Developing higher levels of skill in evaluation

Activity Focus

· Initial discussion to focus students’ attention on the nature of evaluation

· Group activity to identify stakeholders affected by a proposal to expand a leisure facility.

· Group activity to identify conflicts and complementarities between stakeholders

· Paired then individual task on proposing resolutions of conflict.

Rationale for the Activity Focus

Students in previous years had particular difficulty when it came to writing evaluations for their coursework. It was decided that using the framework would help them to develop a more argumentative style in their writing. 

Using the descriptions of levels of argument 

In this example the framework guided the structure of the lesson and the students had copies of the ‘stakeholder’ element of the framework available on their desks. However, they were not explicitly directed to the framework or at any point asked to appraise their work of the work of a peer according to the framework. 
Initial Discussion to focus students’ attention on writing their coursework conclusions

Teacher
What is the main question you will be answering?

Pupil
How successful

Teacher
And what will that depend on?

Pupil
How you promote it

Teacher
What have we got to do to get it right?

Pupil 
The 4 Ps (these are emphasised in a supporting leaflet)

Pupil
Decide if they want the Leisure Centre

Pupil
They might want to do something else

Commentary

Notice that in the initial exchanges the assumption was that the success of the Leisure Centre would be judged from the point of view of the business alone. Students weren’t thinking in terms of stakeholder interests although they were aware of the notion of stakeholders and had used this idea I previous work.

Teacher
(Begins to hand out sheet on which students are to write their initial answer to the question ‘Should Malton Towers go ahead with building a new leisure centre on land next to the theme park?’)


As soon as you get the sheet spend five minutes producing your initial answer.

Pupil
Should this be our opinion?

Teacher
Yes, you will have a chance to improve it later

Pupil
Should it be a yes or no?

Teacher
You will need to back it up…. Discuss them with each other… do you remember the last lesson we did on this (referring to previous work on arguments)? We referred to stakeholders in each other’s work. 
Commentary on students’ initial answers

All the answers observed referred only to the company’s point of view, despite the reminder about stakeholders from the teacher.  It was not just the students who took part in the discussion who were working from the single perspective.
Teacher
(picking up on the lack of reference to Stakeholders). Who are the Stakeholders?

Pupil
The Park

Pupil
Customers

Pupil
Workers

Pupil
What is a Stakeholder?

Teacher
Anyone who has an interest in the business.

Pupil
What’s an interest?

Teacher
Anyone who is interested in the success of the business.

Pupil
Neighbours because of the noise. 

Commentary on students’ thinking

Some students were still having difficulty at this point in distinguishing between a stakeholder and a shareholder. They might well have benefited from a short activity that focused on stakeholding in relation to something that was very familiar to them e.g. who has a stake in how well they do at school?

Activity to identify Stakeholders

The teacher gave out a sheet (Resource 1) and asked pupils to use the sheet to identify Stakeholders and the interests and issues that each stakeholder will be concerned with.

Some answers from pupils were:

Girl 1: had identified customers, neighbours and government. In her initial writing she had identified one interest for each. In conversation with the teacher she also suggested that there was a potential benefit of jobs for the neighbours and she also identified the company itself as a stakeholder.

Boy 1: Had identified ‘Malton Towers’, Customers, Workers and Neighbours. He had written a lot about the company and neighbours but was struggling on what to write about customers.

Girl 2: Had written a substantial list of points on the Government as stakeholder referring to health, tax, government spending and possible protests.

Activity to get students to link the interests of the different stakeholders

The teacher asked students to draw a line to show any instance of opposing interests between the stakeholders. One pupil spontaneously referred to an example near them when people had drawn up a petition to oppose a local building development. 

Comments on students’ work

Students found this activity a step up in difficulty. Some of them were unclear about what kind of things they were trying to link and even confused the line with underlining. A visual example might well have helped here. One boy who had been struggling to begin with was prompted into action by the teacher pointing to the word ‘safety’. This simple scaffolding prompted the student to think about traffic and he started drawing and labelling a line that connected customers and neighbours. Some tensions seemed easier for the students to identify. The most frequent of these was ‘customers vs neighbours’ over the noise of traffic. This type of conflict is visible in daily life. Other tensions such as ‘government raising tax from the leisure facility is in conflict with the customers who don’t want to pay higher taxes’ was only picked up by a minority. 

Exploring resolutions
Students were then asked to try to identify possible resolutions for the conflicts they had identified. In the introduction to this task one student suggested the offer of ‘free passes for neighbours’ as way of resolving conflict of interest between the company and neighbours.

Re-writing the arguments

The students were then asked to re-write their initial arguments in the light of the work they had done during the lesson. 

Pupil
So do you write two sides of the argument then?

Teacher
Yes. Remember to use the stakeholders in your answer.

Pupil
If you want it to go ahead you wouldn’t write about the pollution would you?

Teacher
But you want to put a good argument so you have to show that you have taken that into account. Show that you have weighed up the arguments.

Commentary on students’ thinking and writing

Despite this exchange many of the students began their final answer by stating their decision and this initial statement of position seemed to lead them to only want to write in support of their contention. Only those students who did not start with their decision managed to write in a way that took account of contrasting arguments. This problem has been identified by Perkins and others as ‘confirmatory bias’ in informal arguments. It is a problem that teaching should aim to overcome. One possibility for the future is telling students very explicitly that they should not start their conclusion by stating their decision. 
The Nuffield Economic Judgements in Citizenship Project
This project developed a way of describing levels in the quality of students’ economic arguments. These descriptions of quality in arguments are designed to help teachers to improve the quality of students’ argumentative writing in ways that contribute to their Citizenship Education. An important effect of these improvements in quality is to raise the standard of students’ evaluation. This has been identified a weak point in students’ performance in GCSE Business Studies so an outcome of this type of work may well be an improvement in students’ examination grades. 
You can find out more about this project by visiting the web site at:

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/iepr/info/Economic-argument.html
or by contacting Professor Peter Davies, IEPR, Staffordshire University, Leek Road, Stoke-on-Trent, ST4 2DF.

If you have examples of interesting practice using the framework that we could place on our web site we would be particularly interested to hear from you.
Resource 1: Identifying Stakeholders
	Stakeholder:________________

Interests/ Benefits (The positive things they will get)

Issues/ Problems (The negative things)


	Stakeholder:________________

Interests/ Benefits (The positive things they will get)

Issues/ Problems (The negative things)



	Stakeholder:________________

Interests/ Benefits (The positive things they will get)

Issues/ Problems (The negative things)


	Stakeholder:________________

Interests/ Benefits (The positive things they will get)

Issues/ Problems (The negative things)




Making my arguments better: Stakeholders

	
	
	Better arguments recognise different stakeholders


	Example

	1
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	Only presents view of one stakeholder
	e.g. the view of Greenpeace on Recycling
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	Presents the views of more than one stakeholder
	Compares the views of Shell & Greenpeace on recycling the Brent Spar oil platform
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	Suggests how the interests of different stakeholders can be brought together
	Considers incentives such as payments from the government, taxation of waste disposal, that would create incentives for an outcome that both parties would consider preferable
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	Considers the advantages and disadvantages of any one way of getting stakeholders to work for the same outcome
	Examines the costs and benefits of alternative policies (e.g. taxation or government grants) that might lead to Shell and Greenpeace preferring the same option.
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