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Learning through practical activities is an integral part of any science course. Laboratories 
provide this unique learning environment, where students are able to experience and 
engage with material in a way no textbook can emulate. This is particularly true for two 
large-scale first year health science papers run at the University of Otago. Students in these 
papers engage in a diverse range of activities within the laboratories, from hands on 
experience with anatomical models to gathering real-time digital data from their own 
bodies. Due to large class sizes (~2000 students) and time constraints, multiple laboratory 
streams (~100 students) must be run over a fortnightly cycle. One of the challenges we are 
facing in teaching these papers is related to the laboratory content and physical layout, 
which must be tailored to the availability of resources, resulting in the timing of tasks often 
taking priority over the quality and delivery of education. To address this challenge, in 2015 
we are streamlining the timing of tasks and moving towards a new layout drawing from 
SCALE-UP (Student-Centered Active Learning Environment with Upside-down Pedagogies) 
(Gaffney et. al., 2008). Fundamental to the changes is a move towards a technology rich 
laboratory centred on the use of 9-seater circular tables. It is our aim that this new SCALE-
UP based layout will encourage a more collaborative and engaging environment, resulting in 
enhanced student learning. Crucially this will provide a potential platform to implement the 
pedagogical aspects of SCALE-UP in the future. 
 
 
Why this topic is important: 
When students’ number in the thousands, there is always the challenge of delivering quality 
education that encompasses the diversity associated with such numbers. For example, in 
our campus, two large-scale first year health science papers (which are prerequisites for 
many subsequent courses, including professional courses), attract many students from 
around New Zealand. It is crucial that students are given both the best learning environment 
and engage in diverse learning activities, as well as the potential to foster a particular 
interest. The SCALE-UP system provides the opportunity to transform how large laboratories 
are structured and run to promote active learning.  
Many tertiary institutions in the United States have adopted the SCALE-UP system or 
equivalents. However, as far as we are aware many New Zealand tertiary education 
institutions have not reported such adoptions. Thus the opportunity to change how such 
large laboratories are run, which has had little change since the initiation of the course in 
2007, will provide invaluable data for those planning to do similar changes. 
 
 
 
 



How the session will be run: 
We intend to share our plan to implement the physical aspect of the SCALE-UP system and 
how we believe this would promote activity engagement. After a brief introduction to the 
current teaching system in place and the planned changes for 2015, the floor will be open to 
attendees to discuss with the researchers these changes. Four main areas of interest for 
discussions are listed below: 
   

1. How to get the most out of the new physical layout i.e. how can we best encourage 
collaboration between students and simultaneous engagement with the material? 

2. How to guide the sessions i.e. the use of mini-wrap ups/introductions & discussions 
3. What technology to use without internet and how to display computer content 
4. The use of formative assessment; individual, group, or class wide? 

 


