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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

Kate Dickens is Manager of eLanguages, co-ordinating the activities of eLanguages and its business development.  She is also Manager of the JISC L20 project and a project co-ordinator and e-learning advisor to the Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics & Area Studies located at the University of Southampton.  Previously she was Learning Technology Officer for the Health Sciences & Practice LTSN (Learning & Teaching Support Network), based at King's College London, from its foundation in November 2000.

Julie Watson joined the University of Southampton in 1992 after extensive experience of teaching English as a foreign language in Europe and Japan.  At the University she has taught on the EAP (English for Academic Purposes) units in the Centre for Language Study (CLS) and has been seconded as pedagogy advisor to the E-Languages project

The E-Languages initiative began in September 2003 as an institutionally collaborative project working with WUN (Worldwide Universities Network) partners from the UK – the universities of Bristol, Leeds, Manchester, Sheffield and York.  E-Languages sits within CLS which itself is part of the Discipline of Modern Languages in the School of Humanities.  However, the bulk of its resources and units are available to students no matter what Faculty or School they are studying in.  Many of its online units have self-enrolment meaning they are accessible to all students and staff, whether from abroad or the UK.  Work is underway to develop provision to cover languages other than English as an aid for students and staff anticipating going abroad as part of their study or work.

E-Languages has been providing online material for over two years and has been gathering data on its effectiveness throughout.  At the outset they did usability testing of what they were providing.  Subsequently the team has received back around 400 student questionnaires and over 50 questionnaires from staff.  They have also conducted semi-structured interviews with some of the users.  In addition, some limited tracking of usage is possible through Blackboard.  Throughout, this feedback has been ‘hugely positive’.
Pre-Sessional Provision

E-Languages provision is available to students even before they arrive at the University of Southampton.  Being located in CLS means that the project team have access to all international students some of whom use the materials provided ahead of coming to take pre-sessional units or to study fully at the University.  Some Schools run pre-sessional sessions of 3-5 weeks in duration before the start of the academic year to strengthen international students’ academic English language skills and to enculturate them into the educational methods used in the School.

E-Languages provides the 5-week online POPC
 unit ‘Studying and Learning in Southampton’ that is available free to all students who have registered on pre-sessional courses in their School.  It is hoped, however, to be able to offer it to all international students in the future if sufficient resources are forthcoming.   In the early days of e-Languages it was soon discovered that at the pre-sessional stage students were not as concerned about the academic environment as about the city they were coming to and practical issues such as opening a bank account and these are aspects POPC focuses upon.

POPC is run via a MOODLE
 because this avoids having to wait until students have a university log-in for them to start using it.  Previously the 'Language House' course, which was run via university systems, proved that obtaining log-ins for students at a distance was 'a nightmare' especially as these courses are run during the summer vacation when ICT support is not as robust as during term-time.  With POPC there has also  been restructuring of the layered structure of what is provided to make navigation through it easier for students.

Students have a named online tutor whose picture is shown on the webpages.  The tutor answers questions from the students and sets-up discussion topics.  Students also communicate with each other and can establish contacts, for example, with people to travel with from their home country or to share accommodation with once they reach the UK.
Once the students arrive at the University of Southampton they can pay to take one of the pre-sessional EAP units.  Course A runs for 9 weeks from late July and Course B for 5 weeks from late August.  These are face-to-face courses for students who already have sufficient English to study their degree programmes but want to increase their abilities with the academic language.  Specific courses tailored to the LLM and the MBA programmes are also available.

The EAP Toolkit, which is licensed from the University by seven other HEIs in the UK and Eire, is used by tutors on the pre-sessional courses either to guide students or for use in the classroom.  Some tutors, especially in Law, select a set of resources and suggest to students that they do a subset of these.  The average duration of each subset is 35-45 minutes’ work and it is all activity-led; there is nothing included which simply requires the students to read.

Term-Time Provision

Once term has started and they have university log-ins, students can access a range of online materials.  ISOR
 (International Students’ Online Resources) is provided through Blackboard.  Any student or member of staff, no matter what their nationality, can access this for free and there are usually around 200 participants at any one time.  Students do not have to have gone through pre-sessional courses to make use of ISOR, but those who have not, can be oblivious to this provision as Schools often do not know about it or publicise it sufficiently to their students.  ISOR learning materials cover a range of skills for use across the curriculum such expressing as fact and opinion; describing graphs and charts; using quotations; compiling a reference list and proofreading work.  Watson portrays this provision as part of the 'living course' in that new aspects are always being improved to better address the needs of a gro! wing range of students.

E-Languages also runs three 10-week online courses which take 5 hours’ study each week.  These cover writing, listening and communication skills for academic purposes. Of the ten weeks, the first is  a 'sacrifical learning object', i.e. a single-use narrative object, which outlines what is contained in the rest of the course as some students miss particular elements of the units, such as the glossary terms.  This first unit also provides a FAQ (Frequently-Asked Questions) list.  The following nine weeks are divided into three equal-length units.

Whilst students effectively study these courses as distance learners it has been found that they benefit from seeing that there is a real tutor behind the online provision.  The courses have online asynchronous discussion fora.  Generally, taking part in the course is simply support for the students' mainstream study so there is a limited time each week for them to contribute.  Some students just observe and make use of the materials presented, benefiting from the automatic feedback, but others post.  They are free to interact in the way which is appropriate to their needs and timetable, for example they need not do the activities but can still contribute to discussions.  Students seeking additional support can attend face-to-face classes as well if they want, so, the online units are complementary to such provision rather than rivalling it.

It has been found that the Gilly Salmon approach to online conferences, developed for distance learners whose first language is English, are not appropriate for this e-Languages context.  This is partly because students want to discuss things in different ways to those along which tutors may divide the topics; additionally such a diversity of fora can prove overwhelming to international students only able to devote some of their time each week to participating.  On average, students access the discussions once or twice per week, so the tutors work to the same kind of schedule.  As a result, there are additional benefits for keeping discussion to a single online location, 'The Meeting Place' discussion board, rather than fragmenting discussion across separate week-by-week discussion boards.Students who have enjoyed taking the courses are encouraged to re-enrol in subsequent years as they can provide good input into discussions for less experienced students.  Consequently the ! posted messages are removed at the end of each academic sessions.

Feedback about the provision has shown that students find it both easy to work with and useful.  At the time of the interview a new learning object was being created which introduced students to how to respond to other students' postings.  There are also some interaction exercises included and emphasis that students should not expect immediate responses to what they post; all designed to foster accurate expectations regarding the use of online conferencing.

Since November 2005, e-Languages has also provided the Study Skills Toolkit
 which is of benefit of all students no matter what their background.  Some tutors blend it into their teaching.  It covers five areas: learning skills, academic writing skills, reading and critical thinking skills, aspects of academic language and academic speaking, listening and note-taking skills.  Clicking on any of these, links students to a list of learning objects tackling aspects of each topic.
In addition to the online provision, a range of face-to-face sessions are run throughout the year covering not only writing academic English but related skills such as producing dissertations and making oral presentations.  E-Languages offers 24 hours of work per year to each School in order to develop subject-specific provision.  This time can be broken down in any way the School wishes to vary the class sizes and regularity of the classes across the year and the teaching can be online, face-to-face or blended.  Only some Schools make use of this provision which is usually handled by school managers.  The time allows staff to tailor provision to permit activities created initially on generic issues such as plagiarism or academic writing to be adjusted to address subject-specific needs.

Learning Objects

From the outset, e-Languages have used a learning object approach to their provision.  Each of e-Languages’ learning objects is focused around one language or skills point and includes a great deal of scaffolding and reflection for the student; it also includes glossary entries.  Using Perception has meant being able to provide 'fairly seamless' feedback to students each time they complete a section.  At the time of the interview in February 2006, e-Languages had 15 learning objects tackling learning to study and 25 on academic writing.  The differences between studying in the UK and other countries is not simply about language, but also the methodologies that students are expected to use whilst at university.  Watson highlights the differences in how assignments are set, answered, their length, referencing, etc.  There are issues about how students should address their tutors and the proper way of speaking or asking questions in group sessions.  Independent r! eading and study can also vary differently and some countries do not have seminars nor encourage note-taking in either lectures or seminars.

Generally each learning object includes three activities and will take 30-45 minutes to work through, excluding any use of the websites to which it may link.  This has made it relatively easy to change the subject focus of each object and some have been tailored for specific subjects such as Computing, Management, Nursing and Science.  What this entails is using examples which make the students in these areas feel ‘comfortable’ with what they are studying as language learning is often driven by needs in a specific area.  Thus, e-Languages has a bank of different task types all rendered in Flash to which different content can be attached as appropriate.  There is also a bank of instructions that can be married with these and a template for creating a range of creative activities.  This approach, then, provides good value from the developmental work and allows e-Languages to respond flexibly as new demands arise.

Some students simply use the learning objects as a route to useful weblinks.  From observations it has been found that 40% of users do not work through the learning objects in a linear way, some jump straight to particular activities.  As a consequence, they are designed so that users have to scroll down the page to see the latter parts of the content, rather than having a 'next' button which would compel them to move through each activity in turn even if they wanted simply to tackle the final one or locate a specific web link.  In ISTOR the web links are actually held on a separate page to the activities.

E-Languages now has over 1500 learning objects and is half-way through developing a repository, CLARe (Contextualised Learning Activities Research) to hold these.  They have been externally evaluated by Chris Pegler of the Open University, an authority on learning objects.  Generally, learning objects require ‘minor tinkering’ in order to fit into a specific context.  In other cases objects are ‘cannibalised’ to provide a new learning object.  Consequently this requires a large bank of them to provide sufficient raw materials to produce the learning objects that are needed.

Watson outlined that a tutor can repurpose an existing learning object in as quick a time as five minutes.  This will typically involve changing the introduction and the pictures featured in it.  It has been found beneficial to include pictures of 'students' to give users a degree of personalisation of the objects.  To 'reflavour' a learning object, i.e. to include case studies and questions specific to a particular field, will take about a day. In general the most common forms of repurposing take around half-a-day to complete. The time taken to create learning objects from scratch depends on their complexity.  Watson gives the example of one which included three sample essays that took three whole days to create.  After the learning object has been created it has to go through techical checklisting and a banner is attached to it, appropriate to the course in which it is being included.  Glossaries are also attached for native and non-native speakers of English.

Conclusion

In contrast to other case studies in this series, this one outlines provision that, though housed within the Faculty of Law, Arts and Social Sciences, benefits Schools across the University.  The initiative has built on face-to-face provision with a successful model of online courses and support, founded on the learning objects approach in order to enable access to a range of resources and, thus, a flexible response to learning needs tailored to the demands of different students and subject areas.  Whilst, so far, the focus has been primarily on international students, it is clear that in the coming years, the provision will continue growing, allowing access to study skills development for an ever-widening range of students and supporting self-directed learning of languages other than English.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 7th April 2006.
� (Pre-sessional Online Preparation Course; acronym pronounced ‘Pop-See’); http://www.lang.soton.ac.uk/english/presess.html#popc


� An open-source e-learning platform.  Initially stood for ‘Martin's Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment’, after its creator, Martin Dougiamas; subsequently changed to mean ‘Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment’.





� http://www.blackboard.soton.ac.uk/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab=


courses&url=/bin/common/course.pl?course_id=_39429_1





� http://www.blackboard.soton.ac.uk/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?


tab=courses&url=/bin/common/course.pl?course_id=_39853_1





