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(School of Humanities):

Issues of A Resources Focus to 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

Stephanie Moser is the Head of Research for the Discipline of Archaeology, but in terms of e-learning she feels her most important role is as Chair of the School’s Research and Learning Resources Sub-Committee.  This committee encompasses academic support services and large initiatives with resource implications, including e-learning.  This committee grew out of the School’s library liaison committee and the University’s Academic Support Services Committee.  Its scope was extended with an aim of moving it to work at a strategic level and Moser feels that it is at the heart of developing e-learning within the School.

Challenging Assumptions and Promoting Provision

A few years ago Moser identified that a key task was to educate colleagues as well as students about the wider range of e-resources that were available to support research and teaching.  They are of particular use to the subject areas covered by the School of Humanities which embraces the Disciplines of Archaeology, English, Film Studies, History, Modern Languages, Music and Philosophy.  Moser feels that there has been a tendency for some staff and students to assume that the University has limited library resources for supporting these subjects.  However, Moser is keen to point out that the library has been very active in providing access to as many e-journals as possible and that there have been strategic purchases to secure access to major databases and sophisticated search engines that benefit the study of humanities subjects. Unfortunately, as Moser argues, many colleagues remain unaware of the existence of such e-resources, including things such as educational websites and research databases.
Moser wanted to start a campaign to promote the e-resources that were already available, because she believes that through raising the awareness of academics to these this would increase students’ knowledge of them too.  However, Moser acknowledged that staff were not keen to take time to attend workshops or training courses to learn about the availability of such resources because they were too busy with teaching and administrative commitments. One method Moser could see that might spread the message was to provide customised e-learning support.  She worked with Pam Wake, the liaison librarian for Archaeology and Philosophy, to run a campaign about what e-resources were available for each subject area.  This would consist of someone coming to an academic’s office at a time that they selected in order to show them, using their computer, what they could access that was relevant.

Moser feels this campaign was partly successful as two academics from Archaeology, one from History and one from Film Studies took up the offer.  Clearly she would like more to do so, but acknowledges that many staff feel too overwhelmed by their workload to engage with yet more things they should consider.

The next step in the campaign has involved Wake working half-a-day a week on getting academics to identify their ten most exciting e-learning resources so that they can be publicised to colleagues.  Each Discipline is similarly being asked to outline, in a single paragraph, a description of their best e-resource.  In Moser’s view this has provided a simple, direct awareness-raising campaign.

The Importance of Addressing Resource Issues

Moser outlines how, in the past, the committee responsible for liaising with the Library was dominated by academics who would invite librarians, educational developers and computer specialists to attend.  Her aim was ‘to turn this upside down’.  Reports from these sectors are now a permanent agenda item of the Research and Learning Resources Sub-Committee and each session aims to publicise existing and new e-resources.  Moser feels this shift has been very important and has made the academic-related staff feel more empowered and respected in a way that has not previously been the case.  As the author of this report has noted in other HEIs, and Moser concurs, university librarians often feel undervalued, despite the fact that, unlike academics, they are constantly being re-trained to keep abreast of the latest developments in relevant technologies and the resources that these can provide.  Despite their expertise, librarians as a p! rofession, tend to be shy in promoting their capabilities and how these can benefit academics.

The approach adopted for the committee has also helped developments by ISS (Information Systems Services).  Its representative has been keen to investigate the installation of ICT provision in non-bookable rooms.  However, ISS staff are generally distant from their users: the students and academics.  Thus, it is important to have a conduit through which feedback can be passed to them.  Moser sees the fitting out of the new archaeology building at the Avenue Campus as a test case as it involves envisaging the complete learning environment and how users will operate within it.  In addition, it is also an example of intensive liaison between Graeme Earl from the Discipline of Archaeology and Andrew Clark of ISS in order to develop e-learning provision in the new space.

Moser sees herself as an advocate of ‘an amazing amount of expertise which is under-utilised’ in the University.  She acknowledges that there will be a great deal of diversity in the use of e-learning across the curriculum.  However, Moser remains enthusiastic about the development of e-resources and feels that increasingly these will be essential for success on the part of students.   Whilst she has other commitments she has kept the committee ‘close to her heart’ as she sees it as an important driver for the progress of such resources within the School and, yet, one that needs constant work.  Moser highlights the recent efforts by Paul Cooper, the School’s Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator to secure £20,000 in order to equip the School with six interactive whiteboards.

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates that beneath the focus on the pedagogic aspects of e-learning is a great deal of development in terms of ensuring a university environment which is properly equipped to be able to provide e-learning opportunities.  This is not simply in terms of space and hardware, but also regarding the proper exploitation of the expertise that academic-related staff offer and is often overlooked.  Through priority being given to resource issues and committee structures which promote, rather than hamper, liaison across the workforce a more effective approach to ensuring staff and students have the provision they need, can be developed.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 24th March 2006.
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