ELCS-HUM06: Osteoarchaeology – Dr. Sonia Zakrzewski

(School of Humanities):

Issues of Electronic Administrative Challenges and Online Group Interaction to Develop Students

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

Sonia Zakrzewski obtained her PhD. In Biological Anthropology from St. John’s College, University of Cambridge in 2001 and then worked as Addison Wheeler Research Fellow at University of Durham before coming to the University of Southampton’s Discipline of Archaeology in 2002.  She is course convenor for the MA Osteoarchaeology and also teaches on undergraduate archaeology programmes.

Blackboard and Administration

Zakrzewski first became familiar with the use of Blackboard whilst working for the University of Durham.  There all the departmental committee meeting minutes were put on the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment).  That approach has now been adopted within the Archaeology Discipline at the University of Southampton and Zakrzewski favourably notes the reduction in emails that this has meant making management of the messages she does receive easier.

Zakrzewski observes one contrast between Durham and Southampton.  At the former, students are used to receiving notifications through Blackboard and because the university is run on a collegial basis, students also get messages from their particular college.  In addition, everyone is registered to their units on Blackboard by the staff who administer Blackboard.  In contrast, at Southampton, particularly in 2005-6, registration of students into the system was ‘a nightmare’.  As the unit names are the same year-on-year, certain students were registered to the 2004-5 version of them rather than the current one.  At Durham, out-of-date details are removed far more quickly than at Southampton; in the 2005-6 academic year Zakrzewski found unit packages dating back to 2003-4 and a great deal from 2004-5.  The persistence of these as ‘live’ continues to cause difficulties through the year as staff have to be careful that they post messages and material to the current version of the unit and not to one for a preceding year.

Zakrzewski has found it difficult with the systems in place to know when a student has switched into her units and thus to allocate a space in a group for them.  Sometimes the only way to know that a student has registered or not on the unit is to see the responses to the first week quizzes, but this method is not watertight.  The School encourages staff to continue to keep paper registers of attendance at lectures and seminars as these regularly have to be compared against the electronic lists of students on a unit.  Being unable to rely on electronic lists to be accurate or up-to-date has promoted a hybrid system that, in certain circumstances, as noted below, can allow students to fall through the cracks.

In 2005-6 Zakrzewski discovered that there was a lack of integration between the university’s Sussed portal and Blackboard and that staff had not been alerted to this shortcoming.  As a result, often tracking down the Archaeology Discipline webpages can be a challenge for users; many people imagine it falls within the School of Social Sciences rather than of Humanities.  The School has both the www.humanities.soton.ac.uk and the www.hums.soton.ac.uk webpages and, until recently, the artsnet ones too.  Zakrzewski outlines how difficult it is locate important resources such as the ethical policy for research.  This was just one example of the many difficulties of finding things on the university’s websites that have been drawn to the author’s attention.

As noted below, Zakrzewski encountered difficulties with the Banner system allocating her students to groups.  Zakrzewski did face difficulties with the application of Banner at the University of Durham, challenges that seem to persist at Southampton.  She emphasises that universities must buy the whole Banner package and not simply part of it.

Other logistical problems include being allocated seminar rooms for her classes away from the Avenue campus.  These are unacceptable as fragile bone samples cannot be transported easily over distances.  She also suffered from lecture rooms not having personal computer facilities meaning a reliance on a laptop.  As with other colleagues in the School of Humanities she has also had to put up with poor lighting in rooms making screens difficult to see especially for partially-sighted students;
 one lecture theatre had a flickering light for 12 weeks.

Educational Use of Blackboard

Zakrzewski uses Blackboard in different ways on all of her units.  She has found it is especially popular among MA students, some of whom are part-time and some travel a distance to reach the campus.  Putting a pdf version of documents on the VLE opens up access to the material whether the students are on campus or not.  She also uses formative quizzes in the VLE.  These are to gauge how much students have taken in of the wide range of facts and terminology to which they are exposed.  Zakrzewski also uses quizzes on the 1st Year unit she teaches, ‘Introduction to Archaeology’, initially to establish that they have found and can use the Blackboard system.

In common with other programmes, Zakrzewski includes lecture notes and extended reading lists on the VLE pages too.  However, as MA students have to produce particular reports, for example on a series of skeletons, she puts up exemplars in the form of reports she and her colleagues have done or site reports from locations where she has been working.

There are also generic archaeology pages on Blackboard, for example, regarding field trips, something all archaeology students have to undertake no matter what their speciality.  These are combined with email support to follow up on the period of very focused teaching that prepares the students for their field trips.

Zakrzewski feels that some of the challenges from the 1st Year students stem from them not properly realising that they have to work to attain a degree.  Some, especially those logging in from home on dial-up connections, find participation difficult.  Whilst every single unit makes use of Blackboard to a greater or lesser extent and some students welcome this provision, others want face-to-face sessions and Zakrzewski has reinstated seminars.  However, even in these she found that the administrative systems presented a challenge for her.  She carefully put students into the groups in order to mix single and joint honours students and students with different surnames.  However, she found that, unbeknown to her, Banner had already arranged them into different seminar groups and the timetable provided to students via Sussed was different to the one she was using.  This led to confusion among the students and staff and the methods of the administrative machine undermined the approach that Zakrzewski was adopting.

Online Group Work

For the UG Introduction to Archaeology students, Zakrzewski uses the VLE for online asynchronous discussion groups.  The groups she uses consist of 10-12 students, larger than the common size for online groups within the faculty
, but Zakrzewski has found that smaller groups do not work in her subject area.  Though students receive 5% of their unit’s mark for participating they remain reluctant and in 2005-6 some of the groups did not work properly as a result.  In 2005-6 more of the students came to the programme from clearing than in the past, but this has not proven an explanation for why students will not participate.

The students have three topics to tackle; this was reduced from four topics in 2004-5.  Every fortnight each student has to pick one reading from a choice of four and then summarise it; write their responses to it and how it influenced their view of archaeology.  Between them each group has to cover all of the readings put forward.  In the second week of the cycle the group members read each other’s comments and then discuss how reading them has further changed their views.  The first assessment of the unit involves writing up the discussion.  The whole approach emphasises the importance of fully engaging with readings and the possible impacts both them and discussion with colleagues can have on one’s outlook.

In 2004-5 Zakrzewski created smaller groups.  Yet, there was only herself and a teaching assistant to moderate the discussions and the number of groups, because of the size of each, made the work very time consuming.  She also found that she looked at the different groups in the same order each week which meant that those at the head of the list always received the soonest feedback.  Now she randomises which one she starts with each time to vary the respective speed of feedback fairly across the unit.

The Challenges of Email

Blackboard allows staff to send blanket emails to all of those students registered for a particular programme; these messages go to their university email accounts.  However, in return, though, Zakrzewski finds that students often email her from home or web email accounts and so it is not clear from the address who is contacting her.  The situation is exacerbated by students assuming that their tutor knows who is contacting them and they either neglect to include a signature or make use of ‘strange’ signatures that give little clue as to the sender’s identity.  When Zakrzewski is away at sites she permits the use of text messaging to contact her with queries (by MA students).

Other challenges that Zakrzewski has faced in this context have been a 1st Year in 2004-5 writing email messages in ‘textspeak’ abbreviations rather than full words.  She sent a direct email to the student in question and then a general message to students as a whole outlining why such an approach was inappropriate.  Another difficulty was tackling a student who had left the programme but was still registered on it so was able to post anonymous abusive messages.  She received wonderful support from her other students who chided the poster for not including their name; her post-graduate students also spoke to undergraduates about the proper behaviour for sending messages.  It turned out to be difficult and time consuming for administrators to track down who was posting the messages and to have their access blocked.  As other staff have found, however, such an incident provided a good opportunity for tackling the issue of netiquette with a real life example that the students had witnessed;
 Zakrzewski addressed the question in the next lecture.

Conclusion

The details outlined by Zakrzewski highlight that there are challenges for academics in establishing parameters in e-learning and that these may not simply stem from the pedagogic concerns.  The learning and teaching are impinged upon by the use of centralised electronic administration systems and by the physical space in which even very e-learning focused units have to operate when they are in a blended learning paradigm.  Wrestling with such difficulties undermines the time and pedagogic gains that can be made from using e-learning approaches.  Yet, this case study also draws attention to the fact that VLEs not only can be used to support students successful but also for more than simply teaching and that their use for administrative purposes can aid collaboration between staff especially those whose studies take them away from campus.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 7th July 2006.

� See also ‘ELCS-HUM01: English – Dr. Bella Millett (School of Humanities): Issues of Texts Online and Lack of Resources’.


� See, for example, ‘ELCS-MAN04: Social Psychology – Dr. Mel Ashleigh (School of Management): Issues of Online Asynchronous Conferencing’ and ‘ELCS-HUM05: Anglophone Literature – Dr. Stephen Morton (School of Humanities): Issues of Supporting Group Work’.


� See also ‘ELCS-ART04: Digital Art – Dr. Marko Daniel (Winchester School of Art): Issues of Online Group Work and Appropriate Skills Development’.





PAGE  
1

