ELCS-ART02: Fashion Programme – John Hopkins
(Winchester School of Art):

Issues of Blackboard’s Role in Units, Student Interaction and Supporting Reflective Practice
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
John Hopkins is Programme Leader for Fashion at the Winchester School of Art (WSA) and since 2004 has also worked as the School’s Academic Services Officer.  This means that he combines a strategic and an operational interest in e-learning at WSA.  Hopkins came to the University in 2003 from working in the USA where he had first encountered the use of Blackboard.
Hopkins outlines that Fashion is a practice-based subject with theoretical components.  Whilst teaching in the USA, he was inspired by the use of the Blackboard virtual learning environment (VLE) by a lecturer in sculpture.  Seeing the use of photographs of students’ work and online text-based discussion demonstrated to Hopkins the possibilities of adopting such an approach.  For Hopkins the VLE extended the amount of contact he had with students.  It also provided a repository of summary notes and images, and allowed students to revisit critiques of which they had been part.  Given the positive response from his students to the use of the VLE, by the time Hopkins came to WSA he was a convert to it.  He is also very favourable to other e-learning developments such as the School’s e-PAD for Personal Development Planning (PDP).
The Role of Blackboard at WSA

In his first meeting at WSA Hopkins made a strong case for greater use of Blackboard which had been adopted by the University as its VLE.  He countered the view that it would not work for practice-based courses by emphasising the ability for it to carry visual material and link this to information and notes from sessions, as well as permitting such material to be debated via discussion boards.  Hopkins recognised, however, that many colleagues were either unfamiliar with Blackboard or were apprehensive about using it for teaching.  There was also resistance to the use of this ‘proprietary’ VLE and what it might consequently tie the School into.  In contrast, Hopkins sees the system as being user-friendly and easy for staff to work with, even those who have no great experience with using online provision packages.
Academics are presented with a standard template for their VLE-based material and Hopkins has had the number and type of buttons available tailored to be appropriate for what colleagues want.  He feels that some of the material produced this year for delivery through Blackboard is of very high quality.  However, there remains a need for staff development, for example in showing colleagues how to design buttons and put up and change banner images to provide a suitable ‘look and feel’ to their material.

Hopkins himself uses Blackboard not only for 1st Year but also 2nd and 3rd Year units.  In 2004/5 all 1st Year Fashion students were introduced to the VLE and this now benefits Hopkins’s contact with them in their 2nd Year.  In contrast to other students, because they are familiar with accessing email through Blackboard they stick with this account rather than using addresses which are inconsistent and difficult for staff to handle.  Hopkins notes that if students are ‘lost’ to the use of university email accounts in the 1st Year it is difficult to get them to return.  Adhering to the single address for university business means they are less likely to miss vital messages.
The VLE and Practice-Based Work

One area of usage which Hopkins is keen to promote is the support that using a VLE can provide for practice-based learning.  He advocates the use of Blackboard for encouraging reflective practice following project critiques.  These critiques involve students presenting their work to their tutor and peers for comment.  WSA puts store by good feedback and peer review of output, aspects which have been rated highly in the Student Experience Questionnaire (SEQ) responses for the School.  The key challenge is that whilst presenting their work students are often very nervous and are inhibited from opening up about their work; they also may not take in what is being said.
With the students’ permission, Hopkins takes digital photos of the toiles (design prototypes) which are then downloaded direct from the camera to Blackboard at Hopkins’s home, they do not even remain in his computer’s memory.  These are then posted on the Blackboard pages.  This allows the student to reflect in a calmer environment and gives a further opportunity for their tutor and peers to comment on the piece under consideration.  This promotes good self-reflection and is especially beneficial for shy students or those who disagreed with the comments made during the original presentation.
Addressing the New WSA Curriculum
Between the academic years 2005/6 and 2007/8 inclusive, a new curriculum is being introduced to WSA, for undergraduates.  The new 1st Year courses started being taught in 2005/6 and those for 2nd and 3rd Years will come in the following years.  Hopkins feels this provides a good opportunity for the design of new units that include Blackboard provision.  Since taking over as Academic Services Officer, Hopkins has raised the VLE in discussion with unit convenors to ensure that at least all units engage with Blackboard at ‘foundation’ level if not at the higher ‘integration’ level.  New units are loaded into the Banner system and then are transferred into Blackboard.  There has also been discussion about ‘front loading’ of material and the design of the pages on Blackboard.

For material now being used the Faculty funded a data inputer for 12 weeks during Summer 2005 to upload content.  The unit tutors did the initial design work which was modified by unit convenors where this was felt to be necessary.  All new units on the BA and MA Fine Art Theory & Practice and the BA and MA Textiles, Fashion & Fibre programmes include Blackboard material, though the level of interactivity varies between individual units.

Information Systems Services provided a half-day’s training in July 2005 to assist inexperienced WSA academics in using the VLE.  However, as Hopkins notes, it is insufficient simply to train colleagues, they need to keep up their practice too.  Despite this, the take up has been varied with enthusiasts such as Hopkins (Fashion), Dr. Marko Daniel (New Media) and Alex Veness (Painting) contrasting with colleagues who have been far less keen to use the system.
Whilst all the 1st Year units use Blackboard to at least ‘foundation’ level, new 1st Year students are most fully introduced to e-learning at WSA through a well-designed new unit ‘Analogue and Digital Debates’.  Daniel and Veness are the convenors for this unit, which permits students to submit their project work electronically and also to take part in online, asynchronous, text-based conferencing.  The enthusiasm for e-learning that this course generates among students, Hopkins feels, then leads to pressure on staff to take e-learning further in their units, thus providing some necessary advocacy for this approach within the School.
Interaction with Students

Whilst Hopkins welcomes the 24-hour-a-day access to information, such as handouts, that using a VLE allows, he has not suffered from an overload of student enquiries that such systems have created for other staff in the Faculty.  Partly he feels this is because, given the more ‘human scale’ of WSA, in contrast to some other parts of the University, students seem to be aware that staff keep to a 9-5 schedule.  Consequently, they do not bombard the tutor with queries at any time of the day or night.  He likens this restraint on the behalf of students to the practices prevalent where he taught in the USA: fixed office hours were very clearly understood.
Blackboard has an ‘office hours’ function under the ‘Staff Information’ button and Hopkins feels that colleagues should be encouraged to use this in order to manage student expectations in the online environment to avoid these becoming unreasonable for staff to work with.  Another important element in connecting the online experience with the real world, Hopkins feels, is for staff to have their face and their name on their pages; this helps students remember that they are dealing with a person with human foibles and not simply a machine.
Hopkins emphasises that he has always used the VLE as a supplement to face-to-face teaching and that there is a difference between his methods and those of distance learning.  WSA’s size means that students will tend come in person rather than emailing staff and the same applies to submission of assignments.  If Hopkins is alerted to an issue by a student, he will respond to that student directly, but then immediately follow this up with an email to everyone on the unit to eliminate repeated emails on the same issue.  He highlights that there is an onus on staff to keep to their promises as if they say they are going to put something up on Blackboard and then fail to do so as this will lead to a flurry of emailed queries.
Regarding online conferencing, Hopkins has had very positive experiences in terms of student interaction.  However, he notes that the quality of the interaction, for example, whether shy students participate, is dependent on how tutors set it up and whether they maintain the momentum.  One important element, he feels, is that tutors should make it clear the start and end date of each activity so that students can easily tell what they should be working on at a particular time.
Conclusion

This case study shows how the use of Blackboard can benefit not simply text-based units but practice-based ones too.  The VLE acts not only as a repository for resources, but also as a different context in which discussion can be carried out.  This supplements the face-to-face approaches popular at the School.  It provides a location to which students can return and an environment which promotes peer-reviewing and self-reflection in a less challenging way for some students.  As an enthusiast, Hopkins is seeking to spread these approaches, but as he notes they need to be handled in a way which is appropriate for effective learning and as a reinforcement to that rather than a distraction.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 21st December 2005.
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