ELCS-ART04: Digital Art – Dr. Marko Daniel

(Winchester School of Art):

Issues of Supporting Group Work and Appropriate ICT Skills Development

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

Marko Daniel first came to work at the Winchester School of Art (WSA) in 1994.  In 2000 he left to lecture, first in Spain and then Taiwan, before returning to the School in 2003.  His areas of interest include cultural property in Spain and video and new media art, particularly from Taiwanese artists.  At WSA he lectured in modern and contemporary art, analogue and digital art and design and in art as cultural property.  The interview which forms the basis of this report was carried out in March 2006 a month before he left the School to work as Director of Public Programmes for the Tate Modern gallery.

From 2003-6 Marko Daniel lectured on the Analogue & Digital Debates unit for 1st Year students at WSA.  This introduced them to the impact that digital technologies are having in the art and equipped them with many of the skills necessary to engage with such technologies in their practice.  The success of this unit has meant its continuance as Analogue & Digital Practices, a core 1st-Year unit in the curriculum provided by WSA from October 2006 onwards.

The Drawbacks and Benefits of Blackboard

Daniel began teaching Analogue & Digital Debates using his own website.  His research project on cultural property in Spain was the highest ranked website by Google on this subject, so he was aware of the benefits of educational material being online.  Consequently, Daniel emphasises the importance for a research-focused university, such as the University of Southampton, to be ‘visible’ online to academics and students within their walls and at other institutions.  In contrast, anything that staff put on the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) is most commonly ‘invisible’, i.e. inaccessible, to colleagues even within the same institution.  Daniel feels that intellectual property rights are over-rated and that there is nothing of real value that anyone can steal from a website.
  Daniel was rare at the University of Southampton in ensuring that he selected free access to ‘guests’ to his unit’s Blackboard pages.  He outlines that most users of Blackboard are oblivious to this facility and that, unfortunately, Blackboard defaults to restricted access instead, i.e. only open to people registered for the unit.

Daniel does welcome the facilities that Blackboard provides for group work.  It permits students to contribute material in a way which would not be possible on a website unless they had access to the home folder.  Furthermore, the VLE allows team teaching and for all staff to be able to edit the content.  Daniel also points to the built-in communication features.  However, he does feel that a good CMS (Content Management System) could take things a step further by also encompassing such facilities but making access for all that much easier.  Whilst Daniel feels that student discussion fora need restricted access, he sees no value in limiting access to the academic content.

Group Work Via Blackboard

Though the students taking Daniel’s unit are 1st Years he has found that discussion about the content has been pretty good and has continued from the first semester, when the unit is taught, into the second semester.  The unit’s discussion area was set up to have separate discussions for different subjects and each of these attract varying amounts of comment.  Discussion online is prompted by three questions that are set at the end of each lecture.
  Students are also encouraged to make their own suggestions of suitable readings.

Daniel emphasises that it is important to have someone standing by to moderate the discussion provoked by such an approach.  As well as himself, Daniel was able to call on fellow lecturer Alex Veness and two technicians, Mark Allen and Dave Gibbons, who run the practical workshops, so that there was always someone available to tackle questions that arose.  He found that this approach was ‘incredibly’ more efficient in generating discussion than running face-to-face seminar groups.  The key role of the tutor was as moderator and, as such, called on to stimulate debate and provide general encouragement.

One lesson learnt through running the unit was that it was very constructive if students were assigned particular roles in the discussion.  Plans for the future are that specific students are identified as moderators for each discussion topic.  About 50% of the students taking the unit participated in the online discussion.  The intention in the future is to include more incentives for participation online, for example, by assigning activities to students which can only be completed by making use of these facilities.  The teaching team did study the viewing statistics and took note of repeat non-participants in the discussion.
  Daniel had no problem with such students, recognising that they were learning too and might feel more comfortable studying in this way, especially if new to online conferencing.  Of greater interest to Daniel were those students who never accessed the VLE.  To encourage its use he wove references to the Blackboard pages into lectures, seminars and tutorials; the aim was to promote a ‘feedback loop’ between the face-to-face and online sessions.  To aid with this, Daniel made sure that all the members of the teaching team introduced themselves in the lectures and there is additional material about them on Blackboard.  This ensures that students see all the staff involved as ‘real’ people and can associate and communicate with them more easily as a result.

Whilst Daniel welcomed the very lively discussion that the unit’s approach generated, he was surprised by the ‘flaming’
 that occurred.  This did provide a suitable opportunity, however, for the moderator to step in and direct students to materials on ‘netiquette’
 provided by Adam Warren of the CLT (Centre for Learning and Teaching).
  Daniel feels that it was better to focus on this issue after it had happened rather than attempting to forestall such occurrences because there is a tendency for students to be overwhelmed by the amount of information provided at the start, especially if unfamiliar with online conferencing.  Instead he prefers to construct a framework within which students can work as they explore the parameters of the environment.

To some extent, engagement with the VLE was natural as the unit covers debates in digital media and its workshops are practice orientated.  All the staff involved put their material on to Blackboard, converting it into Flash format first because that meant it took up a tenth of the storage space that posting material in Powerpoint would use.  This is of particular benefit for students using dial-up access, for example in student halls where high bandwidth access is not currently available; smaller file sizes means much faster download times for them.

Appropriate Introductory Skills Development

One of the technical workshops for the unit covers digital photography.  Daniel thought carefully about what the students really needed to know in this regard and collaborated closely with the technical staff to ensure very focused teaching.  It was decided that attention should be on the skill set necessary to complete the assignment, i.e., how to take a photo and then get it off the camera on to the computer, rather than tackling issues such as manipulating images something that is impossible to cover in a single seminar with 180 students.  This focused approach meant that Gibbons could handle more students than in previous, more broadly focused units.

In the workshop the approach was to have the students take two portraits of one of their peers: the first very standard, the second more artistic in nature.  The standard ones were then uploaded to the School’s shared drive and that had the added advantage of allowing staff to see images of all the 1st Year students.

Teams and Group Projects

To handle the 180 students taking the unit, it was decided to group them into ‘teams’.  They are all assigned to a team named after a particular artist.  The teams usually have five students though some shifting means some have four and others, six members.  Daniel aimed for a degree of radomness in their make-up to ensure that the teams did not suffer from entrenched group dynamics which tend to occur when sets of friends work together.

In these teams the students work on projects and in workshops.  To support this approach there are team discussion boards and some emails are sent out on a team-by-team basis.  Much of the communication is focused on the group projects that form a central part of the unit.  Before 2005/6 the teams were multi-disciplinary with students being allocated to them irrespective of if they came from a fine art or a textiles background.  This approach was an underpinning academic principle but faced opposition from some academics who dislike the blending of students from different disciplines.  Thus, in 2005/6, teams were created from students of one discipline.  However, they were still allocated the same type of projects.  In total Daniel received 800MB of projects in 2005/6.  The smallest was 611K and the largest 184.2MB.  Students were either able to submit them via a dropbox on Blackboard or send them in on a CD ROM.

The projects were about investigating use of an aspect of technology in Winchester and the surrounding areas.  The aim is to question the meaning of technology.  In 2005/6 the way that the projects were interpreted, though, was on the basis of fashion, clothing or textile technology though rather more broadly in the fine arts.  Some of the more discipline-focused projects, Daniel feels, were more like ‘A’-level projects, though others were better.  Throughout, there was creative and imaginative use of photography to illustrate the technologies being explored.  Daniel lists some of his favourites – one on the electric light which had a range of very good photographs including night-time shots; a project about buying railway tickets comparing shots from behind the ticket office window, from static machines and from those carried by staff; a project on the radiators in Winchester Cathedral and one on surveillance cameras including photographs from inside the closed-circuit camera room of the Winchester police.

Skills Development at a Distance

Daniel was also involved in the distance learning element of the Developing Research Skills unit for undergraduates.  This was taught in semester 2 of their second year in preparation for them writing their dissertation in semester 1 of their third year.  However, in that semester 2 many WSA students are abroad on exchange.  Consequently the unit needed online provision that could be accessed from anywhere.  The objective was to provide all the information students might need via Blackboard as well as providing a means to contact staff to discuss their necessary skills development in order to complete their dissertation successfully.  An additional benefit also developed for students abroad as, through the online discussion, they came together as a virtual group.

A similar approach was adopted for those students on the New Media pathway of the BA Fine Art Practice & Theory.  These students had the opportunity for travel to New York as part of their studies.  In place of the rather loosely set agenda for this trip the New Media students were given a more focused programme of things to do including links to key institutions and exhibitions they could see in New York.  It also linked their experiences there to other activities beyond that specific unit.

Spinning off from this work, Daniel also became involved with Anna Barney’s £100,000 project looking into online provision of skills development at masters level, in particular considering ways of incorporating types of research that do not lead to a written outcome.

Conclusion

This case study illustrates how unit resources and facilities provided through a VLE can add value to students’ learning.  Used imaginatively Blackboard aids group work by providing additional environments in which this can be carried out and allows the production and submission of projects making use of extensive digital media elements such as digital photographs.  However, as Daniel outlines, it shows how restricted access and rather fixed pedagogic views can undermine even innovative approaches in e-learning.  Staff should be encouraged to open up access to their Blackboard pages thus allowing the easy sharing of ideas and approaches rather than having people working on similar things oblivious of others experimenting in the same field.  E-learning is not going to go away, so, as Daniel’s units have done, it is important to ensure that students have sufficient skills to use such facilities in an educationally beneficial way, whilst not overwhelming them with the full scope of what the systems are capable.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 2nd June 2006.

� This attitude was echoed by The Open University in April 2006 when it decided to make a percentage of its course content freely accessible online.


� The benefits of interaction between the face-to-face and online contact have been noted with group work in other Schools of the Faculty.  See ‘ELCS-MAN04: Social Psychology – Dr. Mel Ashleigh (School of Management): Issues of Online Asynchronous Conferencing’ and ‘ELCS-HUM05: Anglophone Literature – Dr. Stephen Morton (School of Humanities): Issues of Supporting Group Work’.


� Sometimes people who log on to an online discussion but never or rarely post a comment are known as ‘lurkers’, though there is increasing recognition that learning can occur in an online context even if the student is simply an observer and not an active participant.


� Flaming is posting messages in an online context that are intentionally hostile and/or insulting.  In general ‘flamers’ believe their ‘flames’ to be justified as often they feel they have been treated unjustly or denigrated either in the online context or in a related face-to-face context.  Tutors, fellow students or the ‘system’ in general may be the target of the flames.


� Netiquette encompasses general rules of behaviour by which participants in online dialogue, in whatever arena, e.g. one-to-one and one-to-many email, online conferencing, instant messaging, etc., are expected to abide.  The bulk of the rules are about respect for others and their views but also encompass aspects such as appropriate style; the most quoted example is not using block capitals as this is deemed to be ‘shouting’ online.


� http://www.elearning.soton.ac.uk/students/netiquette.htm
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