ELCS-EDU04: Master's Level Education – Adrian Halnan

(School of Education):

Issues of Frustrations in E-Learning

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

Adrian Halnan leads the MSc. in Computer-Based Learning & Teaching, with John Woollard and Monty Paul as its other tutors.  It is about raising awareness among teachers and trainers of the issues that need to be addressed in using e-learning. For example the programme gets students to use LAMS (Learning Activity Management System) and consider its use from a ‘learning design user’ and a ‘student user’ perspective.  The programme emphasises the need to think about the learning implications for users of such approaches.

A Philosophy for E-Learning

Adrian Halnan portrays himself as sceptic, though also a user, of e-learning.  He says that all his experience in schools and at university suggests that it is a 'fantastic' approach, but only when it is supported by appropriate pedagogical awareness by the lecturers plus sufficient financial and human resources.  In order to provide resources and teaching for students he sees e-learning as having a broad remit encompassing a range of electronic devices such as digital TV, palmtop computers, digital recorders and other similar peripheral devices.
Halnan feels it is important not simply to use e-learning but to strive for excellence within that context.  The use of e-learning in any situation must be based on fitness for purpose and not simply fashion.  Consequently he encourages people to have a go, but insists that they need to have a clear rationale as to why they are doing so.  E-learning material is not inherently 'better' than any other form of learning and Halnan sees no difference between good quality teaching and learning using traditional methods and high quality e-learning.  Quality needs an understanding of students and their needs mixed with a certain amount of theatre and dynamism, but not all of the time.

Halnan sees a central role for e-learning in distance education.  However, even in these situations he feels that, whenever possible and practicable, it is important for students to have their initial interactions face-to-face to enable them to know each other's contexts and the key issues which are challenging each of them.  Halnan has tutored distance courses that have worked well, though these have been founded on one-to-one interaction with a tutor using a website and email, rather than working with other students.  The keys to the success of such courses were the clear instructions and guidelines of studying in such an environment.

Limitations of Using a VLE

Like colleagues in the School of Education
, Halnan favours websites over the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment).  Whilst he has produced distance learning units on Blackboard he personally finds it easier to update webpages.  Personally Halnan finds Blackboard rather frustrating, though he acknowledges that this is because he has a wider range of skills in this regard compared to colleagues who need the scaffolding that Blackboard provides them when providing online material. In some recent consultancy work on VLEs he has had reports from some users who were making comparisons between different VLE solutions that to mount a learning resource can vary between three and 20 clicks.  
Teacher's TV

Halnan has just become associated with Teacher's TV which is a professional development service for teachers and managers to discuss ICT and the training of teachers.  Those who train student teachers, in particular, have been encouraged to get involved.  Teacher's TV in itself is an e-learning resource as it can be viewed via the internet or through a digital television.  Its content consists of short interviews with those involved in the field.

Initiatives

Halnan is involved in collaborating with staff from other faculties in developing an online Research Methods unit.  This work in progress has eight generic themes which are being developed.  One possible approach to the use of such material would be to link into subject specialisms through selecting appropriate case studies.  The unit has been designed to be used in a flexible manner.  In some situations it could be run entirely online, alternatively it could be used in a blended provision or as a primer for more traditional face-to-face teaching.

With funding from the TDA (Training & Development Agency for Schools) Halnan is also supporting Martin Dyke from the School of Education on various models of audio-visual conferencing.
  This could be used for a tutor to talk with a student on a one-to-one basis or for peer reviewing or for observing a class.
Conclusion

This case study illustrates some of the difficulties that can challenge even a supporter of e-learning approaches.  It shows that e-learning is impinged upon by other developments in teaching and learning and that sound principles in traditional teaching methods remain core when steps are taken in advancing e-learning.  In addition, as has been noted in conversations with other staff, pushing e-learning forward, Blackboard, whilst allowing staff lacking confidence and skills to provide some e-learning resources, without appropriate skills training it can be limited to the passive delivery of information.  E-learning needs to work towards more interactive and engaging teaching.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 27th January 2006.
� See also ‘ELCS-EDU03: PGCE in Primary Education – Monty Paul and Jenny Byrne (School of Education): Issues of Appropriate Use in Education, Online Resources and Wikis’


� 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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