
Marginal Gains 
Approach to 

Building 
Academic Skills

Becky Scott
Student Success Adviser



The Rationale

Marginal 
Gains 

Approach to 
Teaching 
Academic 

Skills 
(Hall et al., 2012)

Mature/WP students 
can struggle with 

academic skills 
teaching 

Experimental practice 
as a way of responding 

to a problem

Brought success with 
regard to my students

Not a fully generalizable 
method, though might 
be of interest for those 

facing similar issues



Aims

1. Share approach with other educational 
professionals

2. Gain thoughts regarding place of this 
approach in the wider university 
teaching community 

3. Encourage other practitioners to try, 
test and feedback



The Issue
1. Mature/WP students tend not to 

have firm groundings in essential 

academic skills

2. The truest 

explanation of 

academic skills is 

taught, which can 

be abstract & 

difficult to 

understand 

3. Few examples 

given to show 

what is being 

explained

4. Insufficient 

exposure 

to/experience with 

language used in 

abstract explanations

5. System of teaching academic 

skills tends not to scaffold 

learning

6. Mature/WP students can 
struggle more than others 
due to large periods of 
time out of education/ 
Negative experiences

7. Mature/WP students 
often have lower self 
efficacy – The self-fulfilling 
prophecy!



The Response
Need to create a class/learning materials that… Rationale

… give an overarching process/structure that 
gives a basic/holistic explanation in everyday 
language,

To give students clarity and help them understand 
why they are learning a particular skill.

(National Research Council, 2000)

… adopt a marginal gains approach, Isolating/developing smaller elements of larger 
goals, eventually has a significant overall impact.

(Hall et al., 2012)

… teach people at an appropriate level of 
challenge,

To make the learning challenge feel attainable, 
yet engaging

(Hattie, 2018)

… encourage improved self-efficacy Encourages students to work through tougher 
challenges and make improvements with 
confidence

(Bandura, 1997)



READ THE ASSIGNMENT BRIEF AND THEN READ PARAGRAPH A AND PARAGRAPH B.  WHICH PARAGRAPH DO YOU FEEL WOULD GET A

HIGHER GRADE AND WHY? DISCUSS WITH YOUR PARTNER.

Is the sense of emancipation from previous restriction fundamental in the representation of the 20th century city?  
Analyse TWO of James Joyce’s short stories in ‘The Dubliners’ to answer this question.



The Quantitative Results

Did you feel that your grades had improved after 
applying the skills learned?

Did you feel more confident on how to approach 
assignments?

Did you use the skills learned in future 
assignments?

Did you feel that there was comfortable learning 
environment?

Were you able to follow the class content?



The Qualitative Results
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Thank you for listening 
and please get in touch 

with your thoughts!

becky.scott@cumbria.ac.uk

Tel: 01228 616234
Ext: 6170

mailto:becky.scott@cumbria.ac.uk



