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The Research: 
 
The Otago Polytechnic offers a wide range of courses with varying levels of technical 

knowledge required. Often students are missing the prerequisite knowledge, are 

nervous about engaging with technical content or struggle to transfer technical 

knowledge and skills from one setting to another (a phenomenon described by Brogt 

et al., 2014). In order to engage students with this technical content, in particular 

ideas of basic units as they relate to various courses, the researchers have 

developed an interactive classroom exercise. The exercise draws on the existing 

knowledge of students and encourages them to connect that knowledge with the 

wider context of their courses and the physical world around them using storytelling, 

participants existing knowledge and practical demonstrations of scientific content.  

 

Throughout this research the importance of engaging students at their current levels 

of understanding, encouraging students to see themselves as capable learners and 

providing “real-world” examples of sometimes abstract technical concepts is 

highlighted, creating the base for the classroom exercise. Drawing on these ideas 

this research seeks to investigate ways in which the exercise might be adapted and 

used in a wider variety of contexts and locations. By involving educators and 

perspectives from a wide range of disciplines in the workshop, the researchers hope 

to facilitate a discussion of ideas exploring other expressions of the exercise which 

enhance its contextualisation and relevance to a range of courses and students. 

Through the creation of an adaptable base example the researchers hope to also 

empower lecturers who may lack training or confidence in delivering mathematical 

technical content in places where it is embedded within their field of expertise.   

 
 
 
 
 
 



Why is it important?  
 
Some appreciation of technical content, specifically the use of units with regards to 

measurements, is critical in many practical courses. Nurses need to know about 

volumes and concentrations, midwives about weight and dosages, chefs about 

masses and ratios, and carpenters about lengths and angles. However, many 

students taking these courses have chosen them, partly, because they think they do 

not rely on maths and science – subjects which they have either avoided or not 

succeeded in at school. This research looks at one way in which this reluctance has 

been overcome. 

 

When looking to student success, it can be helpful to assist students to realise that 

what they do bring to a learning situation is at least as important as what they do not 

already have. To show them that their life experience as helped them to climb a 

portion of what can seem an insurmountable mountain. This teaching case study 

reflects this by drawing on the knowledge of the class. A further consequence of this 

is that the lesson is automatically contextualised to the learning (both prior and 

current) of the group present, whilst helping them place it in a standard technical 

framework (the SI system of units). 

 

The case study works very well when the technical “expert” and a subject practitioner 

(nurse, midwife, chef, carpenter etc.) facilitate together. This provides 

encouragement for the subject teacher and ensures the contextualisation is relevant 

and correct. It also sets a tone for the remainder of that teacher’s interaction with the 

class. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 How will the presentation work?  
 
Our proposal is for this presentation to occur in three stages:  

 

The first stage (approximately 5 minutes) will introduce the researchers and the 

pedagogy utilised in the case study exercise. This section aims to provide a platform 

for session participants to consider and critique the exercise against.  

 

The second section (20 minutes) will involve an interactive exercise commonly used 

to introduce technical content in a range of classes at the Otago Polytechnic. The 

exercise uses audience ideas and knowledge of history, maths, physics and local 

contexts, as well as a 10kg bag of potatoes! This interactive exercise will 

demonstrate the potential of the technique to facilitate student transfer of technical 

information from one platform to another while setting an inviting and collaborative 

tone for the classroom where students are encouraged to recognise their 

competency and strengths.   

 

The third section (25-30 minutes) will continue discussion started during the section 

and relate the literature introduced at the beginning of the session to the exercise. 

Participants will be encouraged to discuss and critique the exercise from the point of 

view of learners and educators, consider ways it could be used or adapted into their 

teaching contexts and provide ideas, anecdotes or material that could enhance this 

tool for delivery in their teaching contexts or more generally around the country.  A 

hand out outlining the exercise (including content not covered due to the limited time 

frame) will be provided for participants at the conclusion of the session. 
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