ELCS-LAW01: Commercial Law – Filippo Lorenzon (School of Law):
Issues of Appropriateness of E-Learning in Law

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.
Attitude to E-Learning

Filippo Lorenzon has put a great deal of thought into how e-learning can be used in his teaching, but has generally been frustrated by what is possible and, despite early enthusiasm, now feels that other ways of delivering material and teaching are more appropriate.  For example, he argues convincingly from personal experience, that the use of PowerPoint slides in lectures inhibit student learning as the audience sits there passively, letting the content wash over them rather than engaging with it, and thus are soon bored with whatever is being taught.  Likewise, Lorenzon does not favour the use of videoed lectures or video conferencing as he highlights what is lost in terms of interaction with the audience, in particular in being able to gauge their comprehension and how much attention they are paying to what is being said.

Lorenzon believes that e-learning is not suitable for all subjects to the same degree.  Research of the application of e-learning to law reveals that almost nothing has been done.  To him it appeared everybody e-teaches in computer sciences, medicine and engineering but not law.  His view is that if the University wants Law, or any other specific subject to be more e-orientated, it should start thinking of how to tailor ways of doing it that are appropriate to those subjects.  They should begin with research in the area and followed by providing the lawyers/lecturers with the specific means and training necessary.  Lorenzon noted that ‘we are not computer engineers and, quite frankly, do not want to be’.

Lorenzon also believes that using e-learning deprives Law students of working in the way that they will do once they have left the university.  Seminars, and particularly tutorials of small groups, allow worthwhile discussion which simulates what they will experience in the future far more effectively than online collaboration allows.

Use of Blackboard
Lorenzon predominantly uses the Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) in a basic and passive way, i.e. as a noticeboard for the three commercial law units (two postgraduate and one undergraduate) in which he teaches.  Thus, the pages encompass modules, tutorial sheets and some documents, though he notes that in the commercial law field it is often harder to put some of this material, such as contracts, online than to hand it out on paper, especially if it includes handwritten sections.

Lorenzon ran a questionnaire among his students about their perception of Blackboard.  Setting up the questionnaire online was a challenge as free sites have a short duration for questionnaires being live, and the School should have had to paid for use of a site that allowed students to submit over a period longer than the two weeks usually permitted.  Lorenzon eventually decided to distribute the questionnaire on paper.  The students who responded were happy with Blackboard as it is currently provided.  In contrast, Lorenzon feels that the VLE delivers less than was promised and that it is not really the appropriate teaching environment for a discursive subject such as Law.  Similarly Lorenzon has dismissed using multiple-choice questions, the main form of CAA (Computer-Aided Assessment) which is currently available.  Given that he primarily teaches at a master’s level there is a challenge in finding suitable questions, and certainly those with only binary responses are inappropriate.  Consequently CAA seems unsuitable for students in this subject area at postgraduate level.
In 2004, coming to the end of his PCAP (Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice) at the University, Lorenzon worked with Adam Warren, Learning Technologist in CLT (Centre for Learning and Teaching) in an effort to allow students to submit their essays online and then to have them peer-reviewed by one other student.  The key obstacle proved to be allowing the peer reviewing and yet preventing all the other students on the course seeing the marks and comments given by the reviewer.  Instead, Lorenzon now has a message on the Blackboard pages telling students to submit the essays to him, and these are now each distributed on paper to the relevant peer reviewer.

The Use of the Internet

Lorenzon sees the main element in which e-learning can help his students is through resources available on the internet.  His Blackboard pages include one that has a link to other websites.  However, he notes that because most of his students are at master’s level, they should be doing this anyway for themselves, and all that the links are doing are encouraging them towards certain resources favoured by their tutor.  However, it can be noted that in general students welcome the reassurance regarding quality and relevance that a link provided by the tutor gives them.
Online Conferencing
Given that Lorenzon favours discussion among his students and has attended a course at the University on running online conferencing it might be anticipated that he would integrate an element of this into his teaching.  However, he rightly notes that online conferencing in its most common form, i.e. text-based and asynchronous, uses up so much time as students bombard the tutor with lengthy emails to which they expect a very quick response.

With such a facility in place, students may avoid speaking to their tutor directly, which is part of a key skill for them.  Lorenzon also observes that contrary to the peer support aspect that champions of online conferencing highlight, in fact students tend to support each other in their ignorance, sparking off unnecessary gripes and even panic among them, rather than helping each other to overcome problems.  Thus, online conferencing offers no benefits to the tutor and may hinder the learning of the students who use it.

Conclusion

This case study illustrates the challenges that even an enthusiast of e-learning can face, not only in terms of having to work with currently relatively unsophisticated systems, but also in terms of the mismatch between what e-learning can do and the needs of a particular subject area.  This does not provide an ‘excuse’ for colleagues to avoid addressing the issue; Lorenzon has only come to his conclusions after much thought and analysis and even then he has not simply turned his back on e-learning.  Instead, his case shows that at the University of Southampton there is an appreciation of what opportunities e-learning can offer, but also a recognition that it is not a panacea.  Not only is the University committed to blended learning, mixing traditional and newer methods, the University will always encompass units that contain no e-learning as well as those that include it to a very varied degree.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 28th October 2005.
� See ‘ELCS-MAN01: Introduction to Management – Dr. Ian Harwood(School of Management): Issues of Running Electronic Formative and Summative Assessments’ for a more positive perspective on the use of online conferencing.
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