ELCS-HUM01: English – Dr. Bella Millett

(School of Humanities):

Issues of Texts Online and Lack of Resources

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.

Support for E-Learning

Bella Millett feels that there is a key need for strategic staff development in e-learning rather than simply sharing good practice.  This is so that sufficient knowledge of how to do it can be built up in each subject area.  Millett believes that e-learning at the University of Southampton is ‘not locally facilitated’, and consequently it takes a great deal of time to develop.  She acknowledges that she does much of it in her spare time because she finds it ‘fun’, but recognises that she cannot expect less-interested colleagues to do that.
  She feels the appraisal system has collapsed as a result of School reorganisation, meaning that the efforts that staff put into learning and teaching developments, including e-learning, are not recognised, and their training needs not addressed.

Given the nature of the subject Millett teaches, English, she feels that it would be wrong to force colleagues to adopt e-learning, but that there are basic skills which they should have, such as PowerPoint (where the training should include image processing).  She argues this is particularly critical for open days, as relying on old OHP (Over-Head Projector) slides is liable to discourage students from applying to the University because it seems to them to be old-fashioned and unprofessional.
Websites for Teaching English

Millett portrays herself as the 'departmental geek' in the English Discipline of the School of Humanities.  She identifies herself as an 'early adopter' of the e-learning technologies when compared to colleagues around her, and believes that ‘some disciplines in the School are not technologised’.  At the time she was interviewed she was about to be trained in Blackboard, but this had not stopped her creating a number of teaching websites including the Discipline's own one, which includes some learning materials (on punctuation, for example).  Millett provides websites for four units, one each at Levels 1-3 and one at Master's level.  These carry course descriptions, essay questions and online resources.  The most developed is the website for the 'Language, Text and Culture' unit which contains visual material and grammar exercises, which, whilst not being in a quiz format, do provide feedback to students.  She uses the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment), but mainly as a portal to more richly-resourced websites.

Millett is also involved with a couple of generic teaching resource websites, notably the Wessex Parallel Web Texts project.
  This enables electronic editions of texts to be put on the internet.  She uses it to provide annotated texts and translations of medieval works for teaching, background resources, and teaching assignments. An online tutorial on the concept of mouvance offers multiple annotated editions, with manuscript reproductions, of different texts of a medieval lyric, with introduction, booklist, and questions for use in seminars at MA level.

Millett does not use online chat, mainly because in the past she found that those students who contributed to a communal email discussion list were seen as ‘swots’ drawing animosity from their fellow students.  However, Millett does use email extensively for contact with students, using the Blackboard email lists to send round announcements, seminar agendas, and detailed feedback on exercises and essay work.
Bureaucracy and the Lack of Resources

Support
Some of the greatest challenges Millett has faced in using e-learning have come on the management side.  She feels that although the computerisation of student information has opened new possibilities, the implementation of the new systems has not been effectively managed. Reorganization of the School’s administration has caused major and continuing problems; the shift of secretarial staff from Discipline offices to a centralized Undergraduate Office has led to a sharp reduction in the level of administrative support to academic staff.

While new technology has also made it possible in theory to devolve some tasks from the Undergraduate Office to Disciplines, in practice no consideration has been given to the staff training necessary to carry out these tasks, or to their logistical implications, e.g. although WebSis for Banner can in theory be used for course email lists, the time-consuming authorization process means that it is not practical for disciplines which use large numbers of temporary tutors.  Other changes positive in themselves have also had unforeseen knock-on effects.  The new School intranet will make putting  course information on line much easier, and more support has been provided to do this, but the CMS (Content Management System) used has no facility for putting up additional course documents, as Millett did on the English website, so individual members of staff, not all of whom have been trained to use the VLE, will have to use Blackboard from next semester for course documentation.

Millett believes that e-learning needs more than the very basic IT support (setting-up and maintenance of computers) currently provided by the School.  She emphasises the benefits the School previously enjoyed from having Adam Warren of CLT (Centre for Learning and Teaching) seconded to it, in particular to help with the development of e-learning.  He has now been assigned to broader duties, leaving the School without a learning technologist able to promote such approaches in a humanities context and at the Avenue campus.

Managing Students and Educational Resources

Millett has found that using simple Excel spreadsheets has helped her management of her classes.  She can see at a glance which students have been attending both lectures and seminars.  She has also been using them to supply shortfalls elsewhere in the system: e.g. converting the lists of seminar groups supplied by the Undergraduate Office into attendance lists [Postscript: the task of preparing these lists has now been devolved to the discipline, but again with no proper training provision; one working day before the beginning of the second semester, the English staff still don’t know who will be in their seminar groups.]  Similarly, the late distribution of mark lists for examinations has led Millett to develop her own mark sheets to keep track of student performance.

Millett includes a lot of images in her Powerpoint slides.  However, she had to buy Adobe Photoshop software, at a cost of £600, as well as a scanner and a data projector, herself, because none of these were available for her to use at the University.  The School has a very limited budget for computer purchases,  so until recently Millett bought her own PCs and laptops to ensure they had adequate specifications for her needs.  Overall Millett feels that the necessary baseline provision is more basic ICT equipment in suitable rooms for its effective use.

Millett, in accordance with current Discipline policy, does not normally accept course work by email.  She recognises that there could be advantages for the Discipline and for the students in doing this; but with 500 students, doing written assignments of up to 8,000 words a time, the financial and logistical implications need to be thought through.  Millett feels that it would be wholly impractical (as well as inappropriate) to expect academics to do printing out on this scale; the costs of printing and photocopying would be high, in a Discipline whose photocopying budget is already too small for its requirements, and would require additional staffing and equipment.

Rooms for E-Learning

Another difficulty specific to the School is the issue of rooms in which e-learning can be blended with face-to-face teaching.  Lecture Theatres A, B, and C, as well as some of the larger seminar rooms in the School, permit the projection of computer images.  However, in Lecture Theatre C and the seminar rooms the lighting is inappropriate: usually two strips at right angles to the main screen, without dimming facilities.  This is apparently because the responsibility for lighting lies with Estates, who follow only health and safety requirements without regard for teaching needs.  Lecturers face the choice between plunging their students into darkness so they can read what is on the screen but not take their own notes, or leaving the lights up and having the students unable to see what is shown on the screen clearly, a particular problem for students with visual impairments, of whom Millett has two at the moment.

An additional problem is that in lacking a suitable environment it is difficult for those members of staff seeking to promote e-learning approaches to demonstrate their effective use to colleagues who as yet have not adopted such methods. In addition, the touch screens used in the teaching rooms, while easy to use, are not particularly powerful, and often need to be tapped a number of times before an option is selected.  Experienced staff are aware of this, but those with less expertise and confidence often panic when the system does not respond immediately, and are thus put off using such technology again.
The School has bought six interactive whiteboards which will be installed at Easter 2006.  But some English units have 12 or more seminars for each course, and it is difficult to guarantee that a tutor can always book a room which will have one of the whiteboards installed; they will be primarily of benefit to units with only one or two seminars.  In addition, tutors using these whiteboards will face the same challenges with lighting that are already encountered with projecting computer images
Conclusion

This case study illustrates some of the various 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 too and that sound principles in traditional teaching methods remain core when steps are taking 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 passive e-learning, is too restricted to permit more sophisticated developments, particularly in moving from simple delivery of information towards more engaging teaching.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 2nd February 2006.
� For other examples of staff who develop e-learning resources in their spare time see ‘ELCS-MAN02: Information Systems – Dr. Sumedha Makewita (School of Management): Issues of Electronic Submission and Website Building’,


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


and ‘ELCS-EDU03: PGCE in Primary Education – Monty Paul and Jenny Byrne(School of Education): Issues of Appropriate Use in Education, Online Resources and Wikis’.


� http://www.soton.ac.uk/~wpwt/wpwt/project.htm
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