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Issues of Audio-Visual Tutorials and Electronic Monitoring in Classrooms

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.
Frustrations and Opportunities
Martin Dyke teaches on the certificate, degree and master’s programmes in post-compulsory education.  The School of Education uses the Blackboard virtual learning environment (VLE) quite extensively.  For Dyke it is important that Blackboard is ‘a place where learning happens’ rather than just for filing, though he recognises that students do welcome the ability to be able to pick up lecture notes and PowerPoint slides from it.  Dyke feels that it is vital that e-learning provision is flexible and adaptable for students rather than being a ‘one size fits all’ approach.
Before the advent of Blackboard, Dyke used websites with lots of hyperlinks.  He anticipates that Blackboard’s significance will begin to fade away as there is less need to put any material on it as students will be able to find such content easily elsewhere.  He does have some dissatisfaction with Blackboard especially its file structuring; that it lacks a search engine and that it looks and feels old fashioned.  He pointed out that it is generally faster for students to use the Google Scholar search engine for information than to go through their Blackboard pages.  He does feel, though, that the SUSSED portal, introduced to the university for use by students in October 2005, does address some of the problems.
In Dyke’s experience, for some reason, students find electronic enrolment very difficult and many are uncertain whether they have enrolled or not.  This difficulty then creates a burden on subsequent e-learning which is perceived as liable to be the same, especially for part-time students who tend not to use the systems often enough to become familiar with them.  Part-time students often do their study at a particular time of the day and of the week, consequently they often find that synchronous contact with their tutor or seminar group is more manageable than tackling ongoing asynchronous discussion spread over days.  Dyke summarised these students as working on the principle of ‘this is the time when I do my university work, I do not want stuff coming in erratically from elsewhere; I want to get on with my learning’.
The School uses some basic CAA (Computer-Aided Assessment) to test students’ skills in the QTS (Qualified Teacher Status) Centre as teachers find out about IT usage as it occurs in schools rather than what is done in universities and as a result any gaps in their knowledge need to be picked up.  In addition, e-learning has not become as embedded for teaching in schools and colleges to the extent that the School of Education had anticipated.
A key challenge facing e-learning is budgetary constraints on the software and equipment such as web cams necessary to use approaches of the kind outlined in this report.  The university lacks the funding and the infrastructure, particularly in terms of computing capacity, for such methods to be adopted on a widespread basis.
Contrasting Synchronous and Asynchronous Online Contact

Dyke feels that there has been a clear shift away from asynchronous interaction.  He believes that though it has proven very flexible and has encouraged thoughtful responses from students, this approach remains ‘turgid’.  He sees the current move being towards synchronous connections which provide an experience closer to face-to-face teaching and a richer learning experience than asynchronous methods.  Dyke does note, though, that many academics have previously been ‘sniffy’ about synchronous systems seeing them as rather frivolous.  Dyke says that he was ‘bled dry’ by the amount of work it took to deal with students in an asynchronous context and so was eager to find a different approach.  Such sentiments echo the views of Filippo Lorenzon from the School of Law.

Even with small groups of around seven students on the MA programme, Dyke finds that he cannot respond to all the comments coming into the discussions and those to whom he cannot respond feel left out.  Some pressure is deflected from the tutor by other students responding to their colleagues’ queries.  Dyke’s aim now is to set off discussion then withdraw from it, leaving its maintenance up to the students.
  He adds that it can often be difficult to accurately explain things to students in an email in contrast to at a face-to-face meeting.  Thus, even for an enthusiast of e-learning there are boundaries to the extent to which it can be used.

Dyke’s students submit their work electronically as email attachments, rather than, for example, uploading of the assignments the way that Sumedha Makewita does in the School of Management.
  The regulations for electronic submission have been included in the School of Education’s student handbook and plagiarism detection software has been introduced for lecturers to use.  Though some in the School use an electronic portfolio system, material for Dyke comes to the programme email address and is distributed to tutors by secretarial staff.  There is the potential for eyestrain if tutors read all the submitted work on screen and some prefer to mark material on paper but keep an electronic back-up copy.  Comments are emailed back to students.

Using email is of particular benefit for both part-time tutors and part-time students allowing a quicker turn-around time than if they have to wait to meet in person.  However, some students do anticipate that because an electronic system is used turn-around will be done in a couple of days, not taking into consideration that it still takes tutors as long to read an essay as in the past, and, in fact, longer if they read it on screen.
Audio-Visual Tutorials and Classroom Observation

One key development has been the use of web cams, i.e. video cameras that transmit images online.  Dyke runs these using Macromedia’s Breeze software which has proven to be a more stable and efficient piece of software compared to rival products.  Users simply book a ‘meeting’ on Breeze in order to talk to and see each other.  PowerPoint slides can be uploaded to it as well.  There are also the capabilities to use a ‘chat’ facility to answer quick, text-based questions and to integrate an electronic whiteboard as well.

Dyke has used Breeze to work on educational research, talking with colleagues about reports.  Each is able to see the other on screen creating a small-scale video conference.  For teaching Dyke uses this approach for PhD tutorials and not only can he and the student see each other, they can look at the piece of material under consideration on screen.  Whilst Dyke has students across the UK, some prefer to travel to see him in person than liaise via this approach.  He acknowledges that it leads to an intensification of tutorial work and feels that it would not be feasible to handle all tutorials this way as his ‘eyes would give out’.
Another approach is to ‘bring’ speakers to seminars via the web cam set-up.  Students can also be ‘brought’ to lectures through this technology.  One of Dyke’s students who now lives in Durham is substituted in the lecture theatre by a computer which, online, relays the view of the student at their computer.  A ‘buddy’ sits next to the computer in the lecture theatre to confirm anything that the student cannot hear.  The distance student can also see the PowerPoint slides being used directly on their own computer screen.  Dyke notes that such uses demonstrate that the technology is not driving the behaviour simply facilitating approaches that have been established in the face-to-face environment.

The study of education has another aspect, monitoring in the classroom, for which web cams can be of use.  The moderation of observation can be costly and difficult to arrange.  Crossing from Southampton to the Isle of Wight, where some of Dyke’s students work, is some of the most costly ferry travel possible for such a distance.  The machinery already in use by the University of Southampton only needs to be connected to power and an IP (Internet Protocol) port to function.  The simplest version has a single camera, but a larger machine, currently in use on the Isle of Wight, has two cameras allowing views from two sides of a classroom.

This system allows tutors to watch the lesson, even zooming in on individuals’ written work.  This creates a different dynamic in the classroom to the situation prevailing if one or two observers are present and means that tutors may pick up on things that they would otherwise miss.  It also allows staff development of observers.  In addition it permits audiences from across different locations simultaneously, for example, students from Southampton, Bournemouth and Basra in Iraq, where Dyke has military students, can watch a classroom on the Isle of Wight.  Viewers can all watch the same thing and feedback or they can watch two different classrooms simultaneously.
As the live feed is used, rather than the material being recorded, difficulties regarding the filming of students do not arise and this is less of an issue as Dyke deals with post-compulsory teaching so encompassing adult learners rather than children.  However, other things have to be taken into consideration, for example how tiring it is to watch such material attentively for the length of a lesson.  Another issue is the change in power relationships, as it is very impersonal for the student teacher to know that they are being viewed by a number of people that they cannot see.
E-Learning in a Face-to-Face Context
Though Dyke has used interactive whiteboards, which are now common in most schools, he prefers to use a computer linked to a data projector along with a remote mouse and keyboard for use in his classes.  He feels this is better value for money as this equipment is generally already available in the University.  In seminars he projects slides on to the wall and the students help construct their content with him.  This often involves making notes about the discussion going on as well as the editing of documents.  All the work in progress is projected on to the wall so the whole class can see it simultaneously.

Dyke finds benefits in being able to bring up material while talking with students.  To some extent this can be replicated in Breeze for online interaction.  However, Dyke notes that whilst the material covered in a face-to-face tutorial can be recorded easily this can stilt discussion if it is done whilst interacting with students online.
Another challenge for recording tutorials is the amount of server space it takes up; the School has to pay for the storage it uses and it needs terabytes of capacity to hold it all.  Dyke alone is already reaching capacity, and as more colleagues adopt his approaches this adds to the demand on capacity and in turn this slows down the Breeze software.  He feels that there is currently insufficient investment in the infrastructure not only to enable the hardware and software to be bought, but also to be used in this way.
Conclusion

Dyke emphasises the need to move the use of Blackboard on from simply being a ‘filing cabinet’ to something more invigorating for teaching and learning.  This case study also reinforces the picture emerging that the ‘flavour’ of e-learning which is being adopted in the School of Education is focused on distance learning provision, to benefit students whilst away from campus.  Dyke also shows, however, that such facilities can be put to good use in face-to-face sessions as well.  His example does, though, highlight the need for strategic action to create the necessary financial and technical frameworks to support steps in this direction for e-learning.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 17th November 2005.
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� See ‘ELCS-MAN04: Social Psychology – Dr. Mel Ashleigh (School of Management): Issues of Online Asynchronous Conferencing’ for further details of how such an approach can work successfully.
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