ELCS-HUM05: Anglophone Literature – Dr. Stephen Morton

(School of Humanities):

Issues of Supporting Group Work

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

Stephen Morton came to the University as a lecturer in Anglophone Literature in 2003 having worked at various universities in the UK as well as in Canada and Finland.  He teaches the level 2 unit ‘Research Skills’ and the level 3 unit ‘Globalisation in Literature and Visual Culture’.  Though he had used Blackboard before, Morton was encouraged to really develop e-learning provision following his study of the PCAP (Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice) course for new staff.
  He was introduced to the group work aspects of the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) by Adam Warren of the University’s CLT (Centre for Learning and Teaching).  In 2004/5 Morton experimented with the use of online group discussion on his courses and in 2005/6 decided to expand this, integrating it with seminar work and making it part of the assessments for two units.

‘Research Skills’ Unit

The ‘Research Skills’ unit is a lecture-only unit with around 130 students, both from single English honours degree and from joint honours programmes, who want to do a dissertation in their third year.  The unit has been running since 2001/2 and did not use Blackboard until 2004/5 when Morton became its co-convenor.

The Previous Approach

Before 2004/5 the unit had no group projects.  Students were given supervisors in Week 8 of the unit then worked individually to produce a 25-minute presentation on their dissertation projects.  This approach was very time consuming and difficult to manage; it required 11 staff to handle 130 students.  Whilst it was a good learning experience for the students it was not an efficient use of staff time.

The New Approach

In 2004 Morton was appointed to the job of unit co-convenor a week before the unit started to be taught and at a time when his co-convenor had just returned from leave.  However, as time has passed he has been able to reflect on the unit and improve it and, as a result, it was decided to introduce group projects and discussion.  Consequently the 128 students taking it in 2004/5 were divided into groups of 5-6 though some later fell to 4 as students left the unit.  This approach has continued.  The groups were encouraged to develop independently a project in literary studies and also to discuss potential dissertation topics for their 3rd year.  With so many students taking the unit, the groups have proven useful for students to bounce ideas around and to receive peer feedback on their thoughts.

Some guidance is given, through lectures, on working on the group projects.  The amount of guidance was increased after the first year.  In addition, as students found coming up with project ideas from scratch difficult, in 2005/6 the approach was adjusted to having students select a project or question and linking it to a particular archive.  The additional scaffolding provided for students has been enabled by three additional staff, i.e. a total of four, working to support the projects.  Staff are scheduled to meet with each of their 6-7 assigned groups for 20 minutes three times per semester.  Morton is more involved with the unit than his three colleagues, also delivering all of the lectures and providing feedback in weeks 6, 9 and 11.

When the staff meet with students they monitor their progress, give guidance and aid the group dynamics.  Blackboard assists this process as groups post a fortnightly log on their progress.  It is factored into their project and, as students receive individual marks for their input, ‘slackers’ will receive a low grade even if part of a successful team.

Blackboard also holds a record of all the discussions within the group and staff use this as the basis for formative feedback at the three meetings.  Students are required to use the discussion space rather than other locations and it means that tutors can quickly see if there is a group which needs their intervention.  This occurs occasionally, especially when students have ‘got the wrong end of the stick’, regarding their project.

One lesson which was learnt from 2004/5 and the preceding years is that simply using lectures meant that staff felt they did not come to know the students sufficiently and students themselves believed there were insufficient opportunities for face-to-face contact.  Whilst Blackboard allows students to be more in touch with lecturers, Morton emphasises that it should only support, not replace, teaching and suggests that staff should be very careful in not overusing VLEs on lecture-only units.

The Assessment

One issue discovered in 2004/5 is that of handling the large student numbers especially with marking multiple submissions, for example an electronic copy of the online discussions and a 3,000-word essay.  This problem was reduced in 2005/6 as students were asked to do something slightly different with the group project.  The discussion is now more focused at particular points rather than being constant.  The output has been changed to a 2,500-word ‘newsletter’ modelled on the Oxford World Classics scholarly introductions which include illustrations.  An example is a critical introduction to ‘Scouting for Boys’ by Robert Baden-Powell which references the context of the book, relevant documents and secondary texts, for example on Rudyard Kipling, empire and the eugenics debate of the early 20th century.

Students produce their newsletter using MS Publisher which is held on the University server.  Many students taking English go into publishing after graduation and this introduces them to a publishing package.  One student from each group is trained in using the software, following the Easter vacation, with the intention that they in turn train their team mates.  This reduces the number of students that staff need to train directly from 130 to 20-25.

‘Globalisation in Theory, Literature and Visual Culture’

Morton is sole convenor for the 3rd year ‘Globalisation in Theory, Literature and Visual Culture’ unit.  It attracts 30-40 students per year and is a lecture based unit with 2 seminars per week.  The unit is double-weighted and has both an examination and a 3000-word essay for assessment.  The unit also includes an assessed group project which is managed through Blackboard.  The set-up is a little different to the ‘Research Skills’ unit.  The students are split into groups of 5-6 people and there are five tasks, one assigned to the groups each fortnight.  Every member of the group has a designated task and writes a 1500-word response to the texts focused upon during one of the fortnights.  The other members of the group then respond to what this ‘lead writer’ has written.

The online groups are kept together when in seminars so providing a link between the face-to-face and online aspects of their work.  The work in the seminars is similar to online; the students have 45 minutes to discuss questions regarding a text and then present to the seminar on what they have determined.  Morton notes that being 3rd year students they have greater confidence in seminars in contrast to students at lower levels.  This approach to the group project work has been run since 2003/4 and has been very successful in encouraging students to internalise what they are expected to do both online and face-to-face.

Difficulties to Resolve

A subject-specific challenge for these approaches is that students of English can have a tendency to be taciturn and need encouragement to communicate actively.  Poor group dynamics can develop with communication, when it comes, focusing on ‘slackers’, what Morton terms, the ‘notorious freeloader’ of each group.  Sometimes this can be of benefit, though, as having someone to push against creates negative integration for the rest of the group.

One annoying demand for students and staff is the way that assessment is administered in the School of Humanities: students have to print out copies of everything that they post on Blackboard so that copies are available for externals.

Morton finds that the group sections of Blackboard are deeply embedded within the system and users have to click through a numerous pages in order to access their group space or their assigned tasks.  Most students manage it, but it can be very challenging for those who are less computer literate.

Establishing the group work approach was very labour intensive in the first year of use, but has become a bit easier with repetition of the exercise.  There were also difficulties with nomenclature as at registration, Blackboard treats Group 11 as the same as Group 10 and would not permit the two to exist simultaneously, so Morton has had to designate them ‘Groups 10-11’.

The Next Step

Morton is keen to introduce video conferencing to his Globalisation unit and an MA unit on which he also teaches.  He did his PhD viva by video conferencing and, having attended a few sessions on it, sees it as useful for developing a dialogue between students of similar levels, for example, in the USA, Canada, South Africa and India.  He has noticed, however, some challenges in terms of the quality of images and the time lag when communicating internationally using this medium, though these are likely to decrease as the technology improves.  Attending sessions has brought home to him the benefit of dialogue with students from other countries who may be reading the same or similar texts but will have a very different perspective and a different agenda for discussion compared to students in the UK.  He feels that managing video conferencing would work best with smaller groups such as those on masters degrees.  In addition, Morton emphasises that the video conferencing needs to be ‘orchestrated’ and made a full part of the study of the unit.

Conclusion

This case study indicates how Blackboard can be the platform for the running of group work and, in turn, can help reinforce the learning that students do face-to-face.  It assists in allowing communication between the group members whilst enabling staff to capture the activities undertaken within the group.  Capturing what is happening allows effective monitoring and assessment of the group work which permits lecturers to intervene when necessary but also to establish if the students are achieving particular learning outcomes.  Group work is seen as an important employability skill and also of academic benefit especially for students about to embark on extended pieces of writing alone.  It must also be noted that using Blackboard has allowed more efficient use of staff time enabling staff to focus on their units and supporting students when they need it without becoming overwhelmed by the numbers involved in such a unit that is central to a programme.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 23rd May 2006.

� For other examples of PCAP promoting e-learning development see: ‘ELCS-LAW01: Commercial Law – Filippo Lorenzon (School of Law): Issues of Appropriateness of E-Learning in Law’ and ‘ELCS-HUM02: Spanish – Irina Nelson (School of Humanities): Issues of Using Video Clips for Language Teaching’.


� For a contrasting approach to electronic submission see ‘ELCS-MAN02: Information Systems – Dr. Sumedha Makewita (School of Management):Issues of Electronic Submission and Website Building’
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