ELCS-EDU01: Education Courses in Arts and Science – Dr. Patrick Fullick
(School of Education):

Issues of Portfolios, Subject Knowledge Quizzes and Reflection
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
Patrick Fullick is the Director of Arts Programmes for the School of Education and was previously the Director of the PGCE (Post-Graduate Certificate in Education) programme.  His areas of research encompass IT and learning from a Science education perspective, especially networked computers and their affordances for learning.  Fullick has been using web-based resources in a variety of ways since the mid-1990s.
The School of Education has a diverse range of students, predominantly full-time.  They are drawn from a wide geographical area including Guildford in Surrey, Worthing in West Sussex, Poole in Dorset and the Isle of Wight.  Two-thirds of their time is spent in schools, which impinges on the nature of the e-learning that the School provides.
  Many of those involved in the delivery of courses, including with assessment and learning processes, are teachers in schools themselves, working with student teachers from the University.
In 2005/6 it was decided that because Fullick could write webpages, he would write all the online unit content for his area.  It was decided not to adopt a MOODLE (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment) and so Fullick began a Blackboard course to enable him to deliver the material through the University’s chosen VLE (Virtual Learning Environment), partly because there was University backing for provision using this environment.  Fullick has found, however, that he still has to support less-experienced colleagues, though increasingly he directs them to online guidance.
Use of Blackboard for Support and Electronic Portfolios
Fullick sees the strength of Blackboard being that tutors can use it without the need for much skill development.  There are also benefits in terms of ‘time shifting’ as student teachers in the field are restricted in the times when they can access electronic material.  In addition, it helps by allowing electronic versions of material to be pulled up during tutorials and in turn it contributes to feedback to students.
Blackboard pages are now superseding the webpages that Fullick had built up over the years to support Secondary-School level PGCE Student Teachers in Science.  The pages provide support on IT aspects such as establishing a VPN (Virtual Private Network) connection and making use of the Electronic Portfolio System that was established in conjunction with Geodata.

Throughout the course students upload their responses to set tasks into the portfolio.  This is an important part of the course’s formative assessment work.  When they sign into Blackboard they are only presented with the portfolios which are relevant to their subject area.  They can see the names of their fellow students in that area but not access their material.  The tasks are set in a very straight forward way, and submission is based on simple functions such as ‘Browse’, ‘Upload’ and ‘Rename’.  The tutors can manage all the tasks and the material submitted as they wish.  However, it is up to the student how they structure the material that they submit in response to the tasks.  Tutors can access the material submitted immediately and this helps in preparing for seeing the students in tutorials.
The system for monitoring and feedback is more complex.  Fullick feels that this should be online too, but there has been insufficient time to commission and then to manage such a system.  However, since the electronic portfolio began being used in 2002, monitoring of the student teachers has improved a great deal in contrast to the system prevailing previously for which students had to submit all their material in a single file.

Fullick was also involved in developing the background for a Blackboard-supported course Professional Values and Themes which tackles generic issues in teaching rather than subject-specific ones.  The Blackboard pages carry all the lecture notes and provide discussion group facilities too.  This works reasonably well and when in school student teachers can access it via a website as it can be harder to log into University systems remotely.  The website does have restricted access to various sections such as the discussion boards and these are not visible to those without the correct permission.  This means that student teachers can discuss their schools candidly without the fear that staff from that school will be able to see what they have written.
Subject Knowledge Quizzes
Given that most student teachers in science have specialised in a single discipline in their university careers, e.g. Chemistry, there is a challenge for them when they are called upon to teach across the branches of science in schools, in this example, such as Biology and Physics.  Thus, since about 1996, students have been provided with quizzes first via a website, now through Blackboard.  These permit them to gauge their knowledge of different subject areas allowing them to pick up areas of weakness.  Each time they complete a quiz a score is emailed to them in a comma-separated variable file.  This gives headings relating to the general area which the particular quiz tackles.  They get a ‘1’ for a correct answer and a ‘0’ for a wrong one, allowing them to see the pattern of their strengths and weaknesses in that area.

The quizzes are popular with students who do find them useful.  The tutor can download results from the server and put them into a spreadsheet.  This allows them to see each student’s progress through the course.  The idea is to encourage students to audit their own knowledge and map their progress.  Fullick notes that in some cases students’ knowledge worsens rather than improves through the year and this can be picked up by the tutor, but it will also become apparent to the student, allowing them to ask for remedial help.  The system, which was developed by Jason Saddler of Geodata, is felt to be sufficiently robust to permit it to be used for summative assessments as users cannot to go back and submit a different answer.  However, currently it is not used in this way.
Online Discussion

The discussion board with which Fullick is most directly involved has a reasonable amount of input from students.  However, of the 4 tutors involved only 1 contributes and there is a need for staff development to raise expertise to the stage at which all colleagues can contribute effectively.  Each week there is new input on the main teaching day including a Powerpoint presentation on the week’s topic.
Fullick describes himself as not being a ‘fan’ of asynchronous text-based conferencing.  He feels that it has been ‘grossly overhyped’ and that those who are currently teenagers, but as they age will soon be making up the School’s intake, prefer synchronous messaging contact.  In contrast, current PGCE students are not great users of such technology.  At the moment, the break is with students around the age of 19, but this is liable to change with each successive cohort.

Video Analysis

The use of videos of students teaching is very common.  Fullick is involved with the VASTS (Video Analysis for Student Teachers of Science) project run jointly with the University of Belfast and focusing currently on Physics groups.  It is hosted by Geodata.  Student teachers are asked to give a simple 5-minute explanation for certain things.  These are then discussed online.  At the time of the interview, the student teachers were only 3 weeks into the course and one key challenge had been encouraging them to be critical of the work of their fellow students in a professional way.  The process is part of particular learning outcomes as students on the course are supposed to develop both self and peer reflection.  In terms of his research Fullick is interested in how students develop such critical abilities.
Conclusion
As is proving to be characteristic of e-learning provision from the School of Education, Fullick’s work benefits from the ability that websites and the VLE provide for students out in the field to access the information they need and to feel part of a community when far from campus.  Fullick’s developments take this further and not only enable the student to participate fully in the programme, but also to encourage them to reflect on their own work and that of their peers.  This challenges the view of some that e-learning simply leads to spoonfeeding and demonstrates that in fact it can promote the development of students as independent learners.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 10th January 2006.
� See also ‘ELCS-EDU02: Postgraduate-level Education – Dr. Martin Dyke (School of Education): Issues of Audio-Visual Tutorials and Electronic Monitoring in Classrooms’.
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