ELCS-ART01: BA Fashion – Wendy Turner
(Winchester School of Art):

Issues of Sophisticated Questioning and Use of Images Online
From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.
Background
Wendy Turner is a visiting lecturer at the Winchester School of Art teaching on the BA Fashion programme.  She began with 1st Years but in mid-2004 started teaching 2nd and 3rd year students too.  Her focus is on design realisation and studio practice.  This involves taking a developed sketch and turning it into a garment.  It can be achieved either through flat pattern cutting or through three-dimensional modelling a toile using a dress stand.  Turner’s teaching also includes construction methods, not simply working with a raw pattern, but also how it goes together and what effects can be achieved.

Developing Online Activities Using Images
Turner’s interest was aroused when she saw an e-learning session run by the University’s Centre for Learning and Teaching (CLT) advertised.  Being a visiting lecturer, though, it was difficult for Turner to attend as only one date coincided with the days on which she taught.  However, she was subsequently approached by Adam Warren, a learning technologist in CLT in the May 2005 about developing online resources.  Warren was keen to encourage involvement with e-learning by staff from different disciplines to develop questions that had learning outcomes built into them.
Turner found it challenging to devise questions that would make sense in terms of having 4 or 5 potential answers.  It seemed impossible to avoid leading the student towards a particular answer.  In addition drawing images on Blackboard is impossible, thus cutting out an essential aspect of Turner’s subject area.

Turner wanted to provide sketches of garments online that students could alter or demonstrate how they would change in order to provide the right sort of outcome.  One example is asking the students how they would or could adapt a style to provide a particular silhouette.  Students have to sift out the approaches which would work to achieve this from those which would not, and to know why that is the case.  When Turner saw the facilities of Blackboard initially demonstrated it was possible to have a degree of correctness in terms of responses.  Fashion often does not have binary responses to its questions and it is better for the questions to lead to an output such as a drawing which can be judged qualitatively.  However, ultimately it proved impossible to include such variety of response with the software available and Turner moved to asking instead ‘which design is least likely to be successful?’ and students choosing the one which fitted that criterion.
Turner had to find images to form the basis of her questions.  She approached students to use their sketches and had to find a range that included ones which, whilst not intrinsically poor themselves, would be inappropriate responses for the scenarios which she would be asking about.  The sketches then had to be scanned in.  Turner has also used photographs of garments and has learnt a lot because only images of a certain quality and contrast balance are suitable to be put online.  Garments need to be photographed against a good background to make them stand out when the images are put online.
Turner sees this approach as being potentially beneficial to dyslexic students because of its very visual context.  The electronic responses also give students confidence that they are going in the right direction and the system allows them to access such facilities even when they are away from campus.

Using Blackboard
Another aspect of e-learning with which Turner became involved arose when it was suggested that she put her course notes onto Blackboard, before, during or after sessions with students.  She was keen to include images which she feels have more impact that words.  If simply instructions are attached she feels that students do not gain ownership of the information in the way that they do from seeing diagrams.  Housing these on Blackboard, Turner says, means that students can easily revisit material or catch up if they have been absent.

Another advantage Turner found when she began teaching 2nd Years was that she could now send them back to 1st Year material available online to revise or reinforce things they were now doing.  In the past this would have meant photocopying resources, but by providing them electronically the onus has shifted back to the student to seek out the resources that they need rather than spoonfeeding them.  This has also applied for students from other disciplines as Turner’s units attract students from fashion, textile and fibre backgrounds who then need to know how to make up garments.
Turner feels that to be of real benefit there needs to be quite a large section of material available on Blackboard which is not simply accessible by students on a single unit in one year.  This is because the ethos of her work is multi-disciplinary and should allow different students to use it, increasing the value of putting the material online in terms of the effort involved.  As it is, in common with others developing e-learning provision at the University, most of Turner’s work on developing e-learning provision for her students, is done outside work time, primarily, in her case, because she is a visiting lecturer.
Looking to the Future
Turner emphasises that visiting lecturers and others developing new approaches in e-learning need ‘a lot of help’.  She feels that there has to be ‘a bit of vision’ about how staff can be directed in this regard.  This is not simply with the technical issues but with related pedagogic ones, as it is not just about coming up with the questions but seeing how these can be put into practice online.  If e-learning is to develop there needs to be a move from binary or multiple-choice answers towards enabling more in-depth responses and for these the necessary complexity increases with the level of the unit. Visual-design responses are very difficult to formulate.  Turner feels that perhaps a short course would help staff to design and devise questions and ideas that would be beneficial to the student.
There have been challenges in the use of images too.  Turner would benefit from staff development in using photo manipulation software, but as other staff in the Faculty have noted, such packages are currently not officially supported by the University.  Whilst the inclusion of scanned images on Blackboard pages is reasonably simple, the task was made ‘long winded’ by there being no scanner in her department meaning she had to scan images at the Library or elsewhere.

Conclusion
This is an example of part-time staff engaging with e-learning to produce resources that are applicable to a range of students of different levels.  In addition, Turner has developed a visual approach that is suitable for her subject area and benefits students coming into it from a number of different backgrounds.  She is looking to move beyond the rather mechanistic response methods that tend to be associated with questioning through e-learning towards something more sophisticated.  Her case, however, does highlight the need for the University to support staff across a range of software packages and in terms of marrying pedagogic and technological approaches.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 9th December 2005; 5th January 2006.
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