ELCS-HUM08: Music History – Dr. Jeanice Brooks & Dr. Helen Deeming

(School of Humanities):

Project Around Blended Learning Approaches to Skills Development

From interviews 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

Dr. Jeanice Brooks joined the University of Southampton in 1990, having lectured previously at Georgetown University in the USA.  She researches French Renaissance music; gender aspects of music and 20th Century French music.  She teaches in music history at all levels from 1st Year undergraduate to PhD supervision and has been particularly involved in curriculum design for undergraduate units.
Dr. Helen Deeming came to the University of Southampton in 2005 from the University of Cambridge where she had held the Senior Rouse Ball Research Studentship since 2004.  As well as being a teaching fellow at this university she has lectured at the universities of London and Cambridge.  Her research is into medieval music, musical notation and the interpretation of song.
The Need for Skills Development

Both Deeming and Brooks teach on the two 1st Year Music units which make up ‘The Antique Music Roadshow’ taught across the two semesters of the year.  This unit introduces the students broadly to Western music 1500-1900 and does this through focusing on particular examples to elaborate certain aspects, hence the title.  The first year of BA Music is seen as a foundation year which aims to bring all students’ level of musical knowledge and technical music skills to a certain level.  There are six 2-hour lectures and six 2-hour seminars per unit and a lecture is followed up by a related seminar which includes some writing or analytical skill development and in turn feeds into the assessments.  Following the assessments there are sessions around common problems that have arisen for the students.  Brooks said that the historical materials are effectively used as a ‘lever’ for the development of a range of music analysis skills.  The e-learning aspect deepens the skills that are needed to produce the assessed work.

Deeming notes that the range of abilities of the students taking the programme varies considerably and, among individuals, across the different facets that make up a music degree: analysis, counterpoint and harmony, historical/critical surveys and performance.  There was a recognition that students’ research and academic writing skills needed development, particularly to help them complete their assessed work effectively.  Music does have some uncommon skill demands, for example, the ability to listen analytically to music pieces during a lecture but also has generic skill requirements such as note-taking and citation.  Around 90 students per year join the BA Music programme and 5% of them are international; the percentage of dyslexic students is in line with the University averages.  Deeming did note that those international students she recommended for face-to-face English language courses at the University usually found they were full before they could sign up for them.

The Discipline has considered introducing a core skills unit for 1st Year students but rejected the idea as the students face eight units in that year anyway and with a great deal of skills development of different kinds encompassed within them.  Music used to have a separate skills unit and found that it did not work as students were not able to effectively transfer the skills taught in this stand-alone unit into other topic-based units.  Deeming also noted that reviving such a unit was perceived as being potentially very tedious for both students and staff.  The solution originally adopted was to use the online Study Skills Toolkit developed by the E-Languages unit of the School of Humanities.  Students were directed to access two relevant Learning Objects from the toolkit and complete the associated tasks before undertaking their assessment work.  The skills focused on included punctuation, note-taking in lectures, academic integrity issues and use of citation, the latter are particularly important as Music currently does not use Turnitin to detect plagiarism.

The response from students using the Study Skills Toolkit has been very positive.  Brooks outlined how, especially in feedback, tutors explicitly refer students to the appropriate resources especially if they have faced a challenge, for example in terms of organising their assignment or in citing resources.  One disadvantage is that, in contrast to resources held on the programme Blackboard site, tutors do not know if the students have actually used the toolkit resources.

The HUMLO Project

The acronym HUMLO has no musical connotations: it stands for HUManities Learning Objects
.  It is a Learning & Teaching Enhancement Fund (LTEF) proposal which has reached the second stage; the final sum of money to be award is currently being determined (January 2008).  However, it is unlikely to receive less than £15,000 of the £20,000 bid for.  Funding will be used to buy out the time of academics to create the content of the Learning Objects and for the ICT developers.  The project will be run jointly by staff of the Discipline of Music and the E-Languages Unit.  The aim is to take the next step in development from the successful Study Skills Toolkit and create new, generic and specific academic skills Learning Objects for Humanities using Music to test the model.  Brooks stated that it was hoped to ultimately have a total of 10-20 Learning Objects used for the 1st Year students with 3-4 generic ones feeding into subject-specific Music ones which, in turn, will link to the assessments.

E-Languages has been working with Learning Objects for its online provision from the beginning of its work in 2003.
  Many of the examples used in the Study Skills Toolkit are drawn from science and social science rather than humanities and it was felt that ones pointing to music examples would be more seem more directly relevant and responsive to the needs of music students.  In particular, Brooks, notes there was a challenge in using the citation skills Learning Objects as these had been developed for use by the Discipline of Modern Languages with a social science approach, so differ quite a bit from the kind of citation that is used in Humanities.  Some of the new Learning Objects will be quite specific to music study, for example how to include musical notation in an essay and how to introduce and contextualise it.

The Learning Objects created for HUMLO will all be included in the Study Skills Toolkit.  E-Languages, who have developed a user interface that allows staff to create Learning Objects, will be going around the University encouraging colleagues to engage with this technology; create their own Learning Objects and feed them into their own Blackboard pages and the repositories developing at this institution.

One particular aim of the project has been to keep the Learning Objects simple in approach.  The Learning Objects developed by HUMLO will provide a format for the creation of others.  Having such models will make it easy to create and add additional ones to the generic Learning Objects which will have been created.  In particular it is a condition of the LTEF funding that the HUMLO team work with other Disciplines to list the skills that these want to develop for their 1st Year students.  Thus, one early task is to make contact with appropriate tutors initially across the School of Humanities.

Deeming notes that most students are currently unfamiliar with the Learning Object approach and they tend to be used to a linear construction of knowledge built on an evolutionary analogy.  However, in using snapshots of developments in music history, the ‘The Antique Music Roadshow’ in itself introduces them to the use of discrete ‘chunks’ of learning which can be threaded together to provide a coherent learning experience.  In addition, given the wide ability range Deeming feels the Learning Objects are as hard or as easy as the student’s ability in that skill; they can be tackled quickly by students who already have the particular ability.  Staff can also decide whether to simply introduce the generic Learning Object or whether to direct students to go further and tackle the more subject-specific Learning Objects attached to it.

Structure of the Learning Objects

The goal, as with the bulk of projects successful in winning LTEF funds is that it can be rolled out across the School and then into the broader university.  The design of the structure to be used for the Learning Objects facilitates this.  The analogy put forward in talking to Brooks, was of a jellyfish.  Rather than adopting single-use Narrative Objects as are used in other universities to provide coherence for a range of Learning Objects, the HUMLO project is aiming in each case, to mix metaphors, for a generic ‘umbrella’ Learning Object.  This generic Learning Object could be used by students from any discipline.  Then, hanging from the generic one, would be more subject-specific Learning Objects.  The example Deeming gave was about note-taking in lectures which is a skill needed in most subject areas.  This would be the basis of the umbrella Learning Object (or the jellyfish’s body) and from it would hang how to listen to music pieces in lectures for music students and another subject-specific Learning Object may look at how to watch film clips for film studies students.

Depending on the final funding they receive the HUMLO project aims to create at least 12 Learning Objects.  These will be a mixture of generic and subject-specific ones and typically each will be as long as the current E-Languages Learning Objects, i.e. 10-15 minutes in duration.  It is anticipated that each generic Learning Object will have around 4 subject-specific Learning Objects associated with it.  However, it will be easy to add more on as demand comes from different disciplines.  A student would usually do the generic Learning Object then 1-2 of the subject-specific ones most appropriate for their area of study.  This would entail 20-45 minutes’ work, so can be perceived by students as ‘just-in-time’ learning ahead of an assessment rather than a fully blown exercise that students may shy away from at that period of the semester.  The Learning Objects will be integrated in the first instance into the Blackboard site for the twin ‘The Antique Music Roadshow’ units.

Other Uses of E-Learning in Music

Music students spend much of their time listening to music.  The advent of Blackboard in the early 2000s meant it became far easier for students to access the pieces they had to hear.  Rather than having to borrow recordings from the Library students could now log on, even many simultaneously, and listen repeatedly to the pieces of music.  Thus, for Music, Blackboard is a large and useful store of resources for all Level 1 units and many at Levels 2 and 3.

The BA programme also makes good use of the discussion board facilities and the students’ first assignment is to post a 200-word passage to the discussion board and then peer review the work of another student.  This helps develop critiquing skills and the appropriate approaches to carrying out critiques of colleagues, in itself an important skill to develop in the 1st Year for music students.  Students also post the outcomes of their assignments on to the discussion board to provide peer learning as each is set a different task and this approach allows students to see what has been determined in regard to topics across the board.

Conclusion

The HUMLO project both addresses a need within a particular subject area but also lays foundations for such development across a School and the University as a whole.  It brings additional functionality to a use of Blackboard which has already developed beyond simply being passive to a situation in which it allows interaction and work on peer learning.  The Learning Object approach is a robust one, honed by E-Languages and now allowing an easy-to-use method of creating learning opportunities that can be used in a variety of ways as each tutor and student feel is most appropriate for gaining the abilities they need.

Dr. Keir Thorpe (Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator), 25th January 2008.

� Learning Objects are discrete resources which contain their own learning and are not dependent on connection to other resources for a student to use them.  This means that they can be put together in a variety of combinations as the student or tutor chooses and can be reused in many different context.  They typically have 10 minutes to 2 hours worth of learning in them, but may even stretch to 6 hours.  They are often online resources but can be physical too.  Work on Learning Objects has been carried out in the UK since the early 2000s but progress at universities in using them has been slow and E-Languages is one of the leading developers of them outside the business-training sector.


� See ‘ELCS-HUM04: E-Languages – Kate Dickens and Julie Watson (School of Humanities): Issues of Online Support for International Students’.
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