ELCS-EDU03: PGCE in Primary Education – Monty Paul and Jenny Byrne
(School of Education):

Issues of Appropriate Use in Education, Online Resources and Wikis
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

Jenny Byrne came to the University of Southampton in 1999 and Monty Paul in 2002.  Byrne teaches science and Paul ICT for the primary-level PGCE (Post-Graduate Certificate in Education), though both have a keen interest in the use of ICT in schools.  They work in the primary education discipline of the School of Education which attracts around 150 student teachers each year.  In addition Paul is involved with the MSc. in Computer-Based Learning & Teaching and two other post-graduate courses in e-learning.
E-Learning in Primary Schools

In terms of usage of e-learning in schools themselves, Paul and Byrne feel the ideal would be for pupils to have wireless laptops so that they can use them as they need them, rather than having to wait for an opportunity to work in a computer lab.  Moving pupils to a different location wastes time as they have to get settled in this location in contrast to accessing computers in their normal classroom.  Most children at primary schools have less than one hour’s access to computers per week.

Byrne emphasises that e-learning must be about facilitating learning both for pupils and for student teachers and not being simply an end in its own right.  It should enhance rather than replace real life experiences.  She uses the example of invertebrates, now termed ‘mini beasts’ in primary schools.  ICT can provide pupils with information about them, but it cannot replace them looking at the actual creatures.  Paul concurs, adding that e-learning must ‘add value’.  He feels that, as when OHPs (Over-Head Projectors) and Powerpoint were first introduced, there must be a ‘real reason’ for using e-learning tools such as interactive whiteboards as they are not a ‘magic bullet’ in terms of teaching or learning.  These principles applied to school-level teaching also inform their views on the use of e-learning in universities.
Use and Perceptions of E-Learning for Education Students
Paul and Byrne note that computer literacy has been rising year-on-year among the students who come to study PGCEs.  To an extent their expertise has been shaped by their experiences during their first degrees.  Whilst the students may increasingly see the benefits of e-learning, Paul and Byrne are keen that the PGCE training does not go entirely down this route.  This is particularly the case as there is a need to model good practice among the students as teachers because they will be putting such skills into action in a face-to-face context rather than a virtual one.  However, Paul and Byrne do favour the social constructivist approach to education.  As they note, this needs rich interaction between students, their fellow students and tutors which to some extent can be provided through online facilities.

Every tutor on the primary-level PGCE programme includes material on the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment), though some subject areas lend themselves more easily to facilitation through ICT than others.  Paul and Byrne normally give a Powerpoint presentation then point students to directed activities on the VLE pages.  The internet and interactive whiteboards are also used as elements of teaching when appropriate.
Both academics use Blackboard as an administration as well as an educational tool and they include PowerPoint slides, course notes, activities, quizzes and discussion boards.  The Logo programming language approach is also introduced to aid knowledge development.  The Logo approach itself is inherently constructivist, thus encouraging a way of learning that can work well through online contact.
The resources Paul and Byrne provide, whilst promoting the use of ICT, are grouped on a subject basis for example by literacy, numeracy, science, history, etc.  Primary school teachers, unlike those at secondary level, have to teach right across the curriculum so need online resources for all of these areas.  In addition, ICT is a cross-curricular topic that is expected to be tackled by all of the subject areas.
Paul and Byrne highlight the uncertainty around what e-learning is.  Personally they believe that use of the internet and of ICT facilities is essential.  These are potentially tools for so many more things than simply accessing stored texts and in Paul’s and Byrne’s view help develop problem-solving, research, writing and thinking skills.  Thus, one goal for them is to move away from students perceiving their units’ Blackboard pages as simply a storage place for effectively paper-based material.

One aspect of in knowledge development is a mid-term evaluation.  The result of this can be easily broken down to see which aspects are working and those for which there is need for greater support.  Students also take summative assessments to gauge their subject knowledge, at the beginning and end of the core teaching they receive in English, science and mathematics.  However, Paul and Byrne feel that it is a waste of time to spend three hours doing this on paper, when online assessment could provide more immediate feedback throughout the programme.
Paul and Byrne are keen to promote dialogue between students using online asynchronous text-based conferencing.  Paul emphasises that it is important to be careful about how such facilities are used to avoid the situation seeming contrived.  They give a couple of successful examples, one is the reference to the online health and safety multiple-choice quiz in the discussion board; another is a discussion of suitable books.  The primary-level English staff received money to buy books.  These were then reviewed online by students, not only enhancing their skills in this environment but also allowing the library services to come to know which books they should buy, in line with the opinions of student teachers liable to use them.  Paul also highlights how useful electronic communication has proven for working with master’s students and being able to send tailored emails to particular sets of students such as tutor groups.
The level of usage is dependent on the providers, i.e. academics, as well as the consumers, the students.  The provision of online resources such as lesson ideas varies among staff, but is increasing.  Students use the facilities both as part of their taught sessions when on campus, between September and December, and then when they are out on placement in schools.
The Use of Websites and Wikis
Whilst recognising that Blackboard does offer some useful elements, Paul feels that to offer true e-learning, rather than just storage and management, needs a website.  In addition, he feels that it gives him greater flexibility in terms of lay out in contrast to the stylistic straitjacket of the VLE.  The site for the ICT unit for primary level student teachers
 has rich resources and examples, always including references to standard sites and what the National Curriculum says about each aspect.  The site also contains directed activities on the pages which students store themselves.
Paul highlights that this approach, despite involving hours of work at the start provides a great ability to update the material contained.  Paul spends around 3 hours per week before each session adding new material and weeding out dead links.

Paul also uses a wiki
 which includes links to articles on education of interest to his students.  Using the wiki approach means that the students can add such links themselves and provide comments on them too, for example why they think the resource should be listed or how they have used it themselves.  Paul sees this approach as both a powerful and flexible way of working, reinforcing the community which develops online between the students and providing them with a resource they can access when off-campus, particularly when in schools.
It is key that that all students buy into using the wiki.  Paul emphasises to them that it is their resource.  Byrne notes, though, that in terms of seeking resources as yet the focus has not yet shifted significantly towards electronic resources, and paper-based resources, primarily hand-outs, remain dominant.  Paul comments that the student teachers have 38 weeks to gain not only teaching expertise but knowledge across the National Curriculum subjects beyond the Year 6, i.e. 10-11 year olds, level that they will be teaching up to.  Unlike most other students at the University, the student teachers work a 40-hour week and even longer when they are placed in their schools.  Thus, to succeed, an approach such as the wiki cannot be an added extra; it must be an integral part of their study.  The students, however, tend to turn to it most when in need of teaching resources.  The trouble is that with intermittent usage they often forget how to lay out and submit their contributions to the wiki.
Paul is keen to take the wiki in new directions in 2006/7.  Currently he pays for the facility out of his own pocket and additional elements such as including discussion boards linked to the wiki would cost him more.  In addition he lacks the time to do it, as developing it further could occupy all of his work time.
Conclusion

In common with some other e-learning approaches in the School of Education
, those adopted by Paul and Byrne contributes to the distance learning elements of study in the school.  In addition, they seek not only to provide resources in a convenient manner for students working off campus, but also seek to encourage students to construct knowledge through a full engagement with these resources and discussion of them with their tutors and fellow students.  This example does highlight, however, that in taking e-learning beyond the passive ‘Foundation’-level approach, at the University of Southampton is dependent on staff working in their own time, and in this case paying some of the costs themselves.
  Fortunately, the School of Education is seeing not only a growing engagement among its students with e-learning approaches, but similar improvement among staff, thus moving towards the ‘critical mass’ necessary to make such methods fully integrated, ‘normalised’ parts of the curriculum.  In time this should mean that the University- and School-level support will be in place to allow the use of such e-learning with a reduction in time and monetary burdens on academics in order to provide such facilities.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 23rd January 2006.

� www.pgce.soton.ac.uk/ict/NewPGCE/


� A wiki (from the Hawaiian word ‘wikiwiki’ meaning quick or fast) is a collaborative website that allows visitors to add or amend information it contains.  The first one was developed in 1995.  It is contrasted to a blog (from ‘web-log’) for which only the owner has control of the content.


� See also ‘ELCS-EDU02: Postgraduate-level Education – Dr. Martin Dyke (School of Education): Issues of Audio-Visual Tutorials and Electronic Monitoring in Classrooms’


� For other examples of staff working in their own time and spending their own money on e-learning provision for the University see also


‘ELCS-HUM01: English – Dr. Bella Millett (School of Humanities): Issues of Texts Online and Lack of Resources’,


‘ELCS-MAN02: Information Systems – Dr. Sumedha Makewita(School of Management): Issues of Electronic Submission and Website Building’


and ‘ELCS-MAN03: Accounting – Dr. Martin Broad (School of Management): Issues of Online Assessments’
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