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A full-day seminar on Classroom Design 
for Teaching & Learning was recently 
held at the College of the Holy Cross in 
Worcester, MA.  The event was hosted 
by the North East Regional Computing 
Program (NERCOMP) which “cultivates 
communities of practice around 
information and technology, promotes 

There are several methods of measuring 
the interest in, and the impact of, scholarly 
articles. These include new ‘altmetric’ 
measures of comments in social media, 
and web sources, in addition to the more 
traditional measurement of scholarly impact 
using article citation counts. There is also 
interest in tracking ‘reads’ or ‘saves’, in 
Mendeley and other citation management 
software. Counts of the total number of 
times each article is read online are also a 
useful measure.

Report on Improving Scholarly 
Impact Metrics

Although each method has different benefits 
and drawbacks, greater comprehensiveness, 
openness and standardization are needed for 
all of these methods. Authors, researchers, 
and students require an understanding of 
each of these metrics to use them effectively.

Altmetrics (Alternative metrics) 

The private company Altmetric.com provides 
popular altmetric scores. Their colored circle 

Continued on page 3

Classrooms for Active Learning

Welcome to the 
Studio Sentinel!

strategic partnerships, and advances 
innovation and leadership in educational 
institutions across the Northeastern 
United States” and beyond.  The 
seminar’s objectives focused on learning 
environment designing elements to 
support teaching and learning, existing 

Continued on page 5

The Educational Development unit in 
The Studio for Teaching and Learning 
is pleased to announce the launch of 
The Sentinel newsletter. The primary 
intention of this newsletter is to highlight 
faculty initiatives across all disciplines 
in teaching excellence, educational 
leadership, and the scholarship of 
teaching and learning (SoTL) here 
at SMU. The articles feature unique 
faculty perspectives from engagement 
in community campus initiatives, 
conferences, workshops, and previews 
of scholarship in progress. 

The newsletter also provides The Studio 
with the opportunity to share updates 
about current faculty supports available 
in teaching and learning, and SoTL-
related opportunities.  The Sentinel is a 
quarterly newsletter that will be available 
online and in a downloadable PDF 
format.  Faculty members interested 
in contributing to future editions of The 
Sentinel are encouraged to contact 
William Kay (william.kay@smu.ca) 
Educational Developer, Teaching and 
Learning.  Wishing everyone a happy 
and healthy summer!

There is growing interest in measuring the visibility and influence of scholarly 
publications. This has become a particular concern in the emerging and 
interdisciplinary SoTL field where scholarship recognition and discoverability are key 
issues for faculty looking to secure promotion and tenure.  Peter Webster, Associate 
University Librarian and SMU faculty member, had the opportunity to present a report 
on this topic at the EDUCAUSE annual conference in October of 2016.  The following 
is a summary of the report entitled Improving Scholarly Impact Metrics.

www.smu.ca/academics/studio/
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The Ecology and Evolution of a 
Graduate Learning Community
“The role of storms on plant communities”, 
“The influence of oceanic plastic debris on 
fish ecology,” and “Do bats get drunk?” are 
just a few enticing topics that have been 
recently on the menu at the Gorsebrook 
campus pub on Friday afternoons. This is 
the chosen venue where The Ecology and 
Evolution Journal Club have been meeting 
weekly to engage in discussions on eclectic 
topics related to the field of biology.  “Journal 
clubs are very common in most biological 
sciences departments” explains Dr. Anne 
Dalziel who has been co-facilitating this 
club with fellow faculty member Dr. Laura 
Weir over this past academic year.  “The 
nice thing about this club” Dr. Dalziel further 
explains “is that it is more student driven than 
the other journal clubs I’ve previously been 
involved with at larger institutions where only 
professors tend to lead”.  

The Gorsebrook campus pub was an 
appealing meeting place for this journal 
club as it inherently promoted a lateral 
and collegial learning environment for both 
faculty and students.  “It is a very casual 
atmosphere that promotes creative thinking” 
said Anne Haley, a SMU MSc candidate.  
“Having professors there is a great resource 

in providing insight and experience, 
and they also help guide the flow of the 
meeting. However, it isn’t solely dominated 
by professors.  Students have many 
opportunities to contribute”.  

“I've enjoyed this journal club as it has 
allowed me to read articles that I would 
not normally read, and learn about stats or 
methods I would not use in my own work” 
added Amy Heim, a PhD student in Applied 
Science. “Additionally, since we have a wide 
range of expertise at this journal club, there 
is usually someone present who can guide 
us through why these methods are used and 
let us know how frequently they are used or 
how this paper fits into the broader field”. 

The Ecology and Evolution Journal Club 
was originally started in the May of 2016 by 
a Masters of Applied Science student who 
was working in Dr. Tim Frasier’s Biology and 
Forensic Sciences Lab at SMU.  As new 
faculty members at SMU, Dr. Dalziel and Dr. 
Weir found promise and value in maintaining 
the club. The impact of this unique learning 
community here at SMU has certainly been 
felt by all its participants.  Plans for the club’s 
further development are in the works for the 
2017-2018 academic year.

Sept 8: Early bird 
registration deadline

STUDIO
for Teaching and Learning

Have an article to contribute or 
an idea you’d like to develop?

Please contact William Kay at:  
William.Kay@smu.ca

The Ecology and Evolution Journal Club
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Citation Manager Reads & Saves

A number of sources now count article 
reads and saves in reference management 
software that are used by scholars to 
collect articles they are researching. 
Although this can be an instructive 
measurement, it is important not to 
confuse citation manager activity with full 
text article downloads.  At present, the 
Mendeley online software is the primary 
source for citation manager data. Including 
additional popular citation software, such 
as Zotaro, Endnote, and Refworks, would 
make this a more useful measurement. 

Roles for Universities & Academic 
Libraries

Instructors and Librarians have an 
important role in educating students and 
researchers about the benefits, as well as 
the drawbacks of scholarly use measures. 
We also have a role in supporting and 
participating in the work of organizations 
like Project COUNTER, NISO and Crossref 
to foster more uniform and standardized 
article use and impact measurements.  

Authors and members of scholarly 
associations can also support these 
efforts by speaking with publishers and 
associations about open access to usage 
data, and common citation and altmetric 
tracking standards. 

Libraries and scholarly journal subscribers 
need to discuss our interest in open, 
and more standardized use and citation 
data, with our journal providers. We also 
have an important opportunity to use our 
subscription and membership financial 
support to encourage better and more 
open standardized use and citation 
measurements.

and number score is displayed on article 
pages from many publishers. 

There are several other providers of 
altmetrics. The open access publishers 
Public Library of Science (PLOS) and the 
Public Knowledge Project (PKP) have their 
own method for tracking ‘article events’. 
Scholarly social media websites like 
ResearchGate also provide numerical scores. 
However, these are unique to each site and 
focus on generating more social media site 
activity. 

In Figure 1, the color-coding illustrates that 
this prominent article received 97 mentions 
in published news sources, in addition to 
many social media comments. Scores, which 
come exclusively from unmediated social 
media, such as Twitter and Facebook, are 
more questionable since they can be easily 
manipulated.  

Although aggregate numeric scores are 
convenient and can provide valuable 
insight, an understanding of each score’s 
components is essential. As there is currently 
little integration or comparability between 
different altmetric scores, their reliability and 
value would also be improved by a greater 
focus on reputable and mediated news and 
social media sources. 

There are several efforts underway to 
address these concerns. The National 
Information Standards Organization (NISO) is 
working to establish a code of practice and 
standards for altmetrics. The online journal 
agency Crossref is working with several 
open access publishers to establish a reliable 
common approach to Altmetric data. To 
improve transparency, Altmetrics.com and 
similar services in this area are providing 

Improving Scholarly Impact Metrics (cont.)
additional information about the components 
of their metrics.

Article Level Usage 

Total article use counts can be a valuable 
measurement. Libraries have access to local 
journal level usage statistics. However, total 
article download counts are not accessible 
for most journals.  While some sources, 
including PubMed, PLOS, and Web of 
Science, provide article download counts, 
sources like Social Science Research 
network (SSRN) provide download counts 
only from their own website, but not total 
counts. Several publishers including Wiley 
and Nature provide total download counts, 
but only to authors for their own articles. 

Project COUNTER is the international agency 
that sets standards for library Journal use 
statistics. They are working with publishers to 
standardize download counts for individual 
articles. However, this information is currently 
available for only a small number of journals. 
In fact, institutions are increasingly being 
asked to pay for this usage data. 

Article Citation Tracking

The subscription databases Web of Science 
and Scopus remain the most popular 
source for counts of article citations.  A 
number of other sources now also track 
article citations. Google Scholar and several 
publishers offer open access alternative 
citation counts. However, there is little 
consistency in the citation sources used and 
the quality and reliability of these sources 
vary considerably. 

A sample article entry from the journal 
Nature (Figure 2) illustrates different citation 
counts from three sources. Google Scholar 
lists over 60 citations for this same article. 

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Since 1984, the University of Prince 
Edward Island (UPEI) has hosted a 
Faculty Development Summer Institute 
(FDSI) focused on building professional 
learning communities in fostering best 
practices in active learning.  This renowned 
interdisciplinary summer retreat shares 
strategies related to 
setting positive classroom 
environments, teaching 
large classes, encouraging 
better communication 
between students and 
professors and sharing 
current and active strategies in student 
learning assessment.

In July of 2016, with funding support from 
the Senate Committee on Learning and 
Teaching, SMU faculty members Dr. Rachael 
Collins and Dr. Mary Hale had the privilege 
of attending the UPEI FDSI. Although they 
attended this event from two very different 
perspectives, the value they drew from 
the experience was similar and equally 
rich in its impact.  The following vignettes 
share reflections from a program that is 
dedicated to fostering professional learning 
communities around the notion of an 
engaged pedagogy.

Rachael’s Story

I began my tenure stream position in the 
Department of Sociology and Criminology 
in July 2015, directly after graduating from 
my PhD at the University of Saskatchewan 
in late 2014.  Fresh out of my PhD, I wanted 
to centre my career on research – publish or 
perish was a personal philosophy and one 
that I took very seriously.  I never gave much 
thought to teaching.  I always liked to teach, 
but never actually thought about the impact it 

Building Communities Around 
Active Teaching and Learning

had, or didn’t have on others.  Although I am 
still research intensive, something changed 
after leaving FDSI that shaped the way I now 
see myself and my career.  During my time at 
FDSI I met some really amazing colleagues 
from around Canada and the United States.  
We shared our personal stories of the good, 

the bad and the sometimes 
ugly, self-conscious, 
awkward side of teaching 
(and I discovered that the 
awkward feeling is totally 
normal!).  During the four 
day workshop I gained 

more valuable knowledge and experience 
than I can possibly write about here, however 
one thing continues to stay with me because 
it’s something I value, and that is a sense of 
community.  

Mary’s Story

 Although teaching has always been my first 
love and my favourite way to deepen both 
my discipline-centred and my Scholarship 
of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) research, 
I came to the Institute looking to re-charge 
my teaching batteries. The intensive focus 
of my SoTL research for the past two years 
had been on assessment and plagiarism. 
It was fruitful research and I had enjoyed 
it, but now I wanted a little pedagogical 
breadth, and some new ways to play in the 
classroom. I found that in abundance—my 
pedagogical approach has been enriched by 
the experience.  But, like Rachael, themes 
around community are what continue to 
resonate most deeply from the experience.

 I learned that each of us has the power to 
foster community within our classrooms, 
something I never thought was possible.  
Building a positive, safe, engaging classroom 

community will help people learn because 
they will want to be a part of the class, as 
will I.  Learning has become more than just 
books, it also has to do with caring about the 
students learning the material and how and 
why they learn.  I find that students learn best 
if they feel comfortable in the class and with 
me. I try to get them to participate and ask 
questions as much as possible and I always 
give lots of marks for attendance.  In both of 
my stats courses this year I had close to 100 
percent attendance in both the class and lab 
for the entire term.  Those are all things FDSI 
helped me to learn.  Additionally, I found that 
the best way to foster community within the 
classroom is before the first day of every new 
class, I take the time to learn everyone by 
name.  It’s that simple and it works. 

I agree with Rachael. I, too, learned a lot 
about building community in the classroom 
at the Institute. This was no theoretical 
enterprise. Engagement fosters better 
learning, and there was a plethora of 
engagement—the Institute is all about active 
learning, it IS a classroom. But, beyond 
what we studied about active learning and 
best practices for student engagement and 
community-building, was the collegiality that 
was fostered amongst us all. 

What I found enriching, besides the rich 
pedagogical content, was the opportunity to 
get to know scholars from other institutions 
across Canada and the US who were 
passionate about teaching and learning. 
One of the marvelous things about SoTL is 
that it is inherently interdisciplinary. It was 
so stimulating to wrestle with applications 
of different pedagogical techniques from 
a variety of disciplinary backgrounds: 
How does one construct a debate for an 
accounting class? Demonstrations are 
fun and illuminating (sometimes literally!) 
for a chemistry class—but I teach Death, 
demonstrations in that class could be...
disturbing!  Expanding collegial ties with other 
members of the SoTL community has been 
invaluable. Some of us are still in regular 
touch with one another, exchanging ideas, 
asking for help, and working on new avenues 
for collaborative, cross-discipline and cross-
institutional research. 

Whether thinking about creating space 
where students want to be and to learn or 
creating collegial relationships that stimulate 
the intellect and provide support, the strength 
of the FDSI experience, for both participants 
was not only in the excellent pedagogical 
tools they had the chance to explore, but in 
the reminder of how important community 
is in supporting best teaching and learning 
practices. Faculty interested in participating in 
future UPEI FDSI offerings are encouraged to 
contact the Studio.

“One of the marvelous 
things about SoTL 

is that it is inherently 
interdisciplinary.”

UPEI’s 2016 Faculty Development Summer Institute
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industry designing standards, and 
evaluation skills and approaches that can 
be implemented in home institutions.  

The seminar was facilitated by classroom 
design and technology experts Jesse 
Anderson (College of the Holy Cross), 
Elaine Mello (MIT) and Tim O’Neil 
(Brandeis University).  This event provided 
an excellent opportunity for members from 
SMU’s Studio for Teaching and Learning 
educational development unit to exchange 
ideas on the most current active learning 
room designs and best approaches 
in active learning pedagogy.  Some of 
the conversation highlights centred on 
effective strategies in rethinking classroom 

Classrooms for Active Learning (cont.)
technology, navigating classroom design 
principles, and transforming existing 
classroom space into more active learning 
environments.  

This seminar was timely, and coincides 
with SMU’s strategic focus on fostering 
more engaged and student-centred 
teaching practices within active learning 
environments (The President’s Report, 
2016).  The Studio is currently planning 
to launch a series of active learning 
workshops in the Fall of 2017. Faculty 
who would like to share ideas about 
implementing active learning strategies in 
the classroom are encouraged to contact 
The Studio.

About The Studio for Teaching & Learning
The Studio provides teaching and learning support for the Saint Mary’s 
community through the following programs and departments:

Educational Development
Technologies for Learning
Curriculum Development and Program Review
Academic Literacies and Communication
Intercultural Development and ESL Support
Student Academic Learning Support

The Studio's services are available for faculty, students, and staff from across campus. 
We also provide training and other professional services for community clients.

Contact Us

studio@smu.ca | 902-420-5081

College of the Holy Cross,  
Worcester, Massachusetts

The Studio Sentinel congratulates 
Dr. Kathy Singfield, the recipient 

of the 2017 Dr. Geraldine Thomas 
Educational Leadership Award.

Teaching Awards

The Studio Sentinel would also like to 
congratulate Dr. Marc Doucet,  
who was awarded the 2017  

Reverend William A. Stewart, S.J., 
Medal for Excellence in Teaching.
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Saint Mary’s University is pleased to host the 
STLHE Pre-conference on June 20, 2017.


