ELCS-MAN03: Accounting – Dr. Martin Broad
(School of Management):

Issues of Online Assessments
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.
Readers are also advised to consult Broad, M., Matthews, M. and Mcdonald, A., ‘Accounting Education Through an Online-Supported Virtual Learning Environment’, Active Learning in Higher Education, Vol. 5, No. 2, 2004, pp. 135-151.
Background

Martin Broad came to the University of Southampton in 2000 from the University of Bournemouth where he had taught Management Accounting.  Prior to that he had worked for an IT lab.  In the mid-1990s his work brought him into contact with CAA (Computer-Aided Assessment) software produced by Perception and in producing small banks of questions related to accounting.

Work at Bournemouth had required Broad to think and teach ‘smartly’, making use of an integrated virtual learning environment (VLE) with very basic links to library material.  For this work a research assistant was employed to help.  The VLE was used with a 2nd Year management accounting course and provided PowerPoint slides and tests which followed the weekly lectures.  The students’ responses to the tests would be reflected in the content and approach of the seminar classes later the same week.  The responses meant that Broad could ascertain the level of knowledge of his students and thus know on what to concentrate in the seminars.

Broad researched the impact of the VLE on students, comparing a control group to the classes that were using the VLE.  He found that there was no difference in the standards achieved by the VLE groups, yet there had been a reduction in the number of contact hours necessary for them to attain that quality.  This meant workload benefits for the academics involved, though Broad acknowledges that there was the need for a large upfront input in terms of work to get the material established.

When Broad arrived at Southampton, Blackboard was being introduced and so he moved his content into this VLE.  He emphasises that his aim is not to create a ‘facilitated’ e-learning course, rather that the e-learning supports, rather than replaces, more traditional teaching methods.  Broad's e-learning work led to him being given a Vice-Chancellor's Award for Learning and Teaching at 2005's graduation ceremony.

Using Blackboard for Questioning

Broad uses his Blackboard pages to link to publishers’ sites which contain questions and feedback.  He also includes time-released material that provides answers.

The key usage of online asynchronous, text-based conferencing is closely linked to face-to-face work the students carry out, thus it is used much more than, for example, the online café facility.  Students on Broad’s 3rd Year unit and his second semester postgraduate one have to do a presentation as part of their course work.  The students are broken into ten groups.  Broad was keen that those students not presenting on a particular occasion were still involved with the case studies that the group under the spotlight were outlining.  Thus, students are encouraged to post questions via Blackboard ahead of the actual presentation.  This allows the presenters to see and address the points raised.  During the presentation Broad asks a random number of the groups observing to put their questions to the presenters.  He also encourages them to ask supplementary questions, and unsurprisingly this tends to be taken up more by the postgraduate than the undergraduate students.  As all the groups go through the same process, they are naturally discouraged from ‘picking on’ anyone in their questioning.

Broad did receive some faculty-level (i.e., since reorganisation, now school-level) funding to create over 300 accounting questions, initially on WebCT and then Blackboard.  On the Learning Resources Sub-Committee, Broad pressed for the use of Perception’s Questionmark software at the university.  His line was adopted, but unfortunately this has meant his own questions are stuck on Blackboard as he has lacked the time to convert them to Questionmark.

Questions are available on ten topics.  Each question may be for 1, 2 or 3 marks, but it is ensured that students get the same kind of mix of differently graded questions in their pool of questions.  The key challenges are the issue of student expectations of what CAA (Computer-Assisted Assessment) entails; the nature of the feedback; the types of questions that can be used and the need to manage the system.  Like Ian Harwood, Broad sees the CAA as measuring the breath of a student’s knowledge whereas conventional examinations measure the depth of their knowledge.  Also like Harwood, Broad feels that it is important that not all the tutors teaching a particular batch of students make use of CAA so that they are not overloaded with this approach. 
   The students Broad teaches are expected to give presentations and group work and produce written reports on the other units that they take, for the kind of things for which Broad might use CAA.  In addition, there is the issue of various benchmarks which encourage a variety of teaching methods, a balanced workload and fair methods of assessment within each programme.

Experimenting with e-Crosswords

In Summer 2004, Broad received faculty funding to develop teaching methods that would be enjoyable for both students and staff.  He aimed to create an academic game which, using an appropriate pedagogy, would encourage postgraduate students to engage with academic papers in more than a superficial way and to provide them with a challenge: the answers to the e-crosswords would be found within the recommended articles.  The e-crosswords were hosted on a website run by Puzzlers Cave
, an online crossword community which provides suitable downloadable software.  Broad teaches a 3rd Year unit in the 1st semester and a postgraduate unit running in the 2nd semester so this allowed him to make use of not only questions he had produced himself but ones from his 3rd Year students that could be presented to the postgraduates in the following semester.  In total, Broad's crossword had 19 questions relating to the papers the postgraduate students would be studying.

Though Broad offered a prize for the first student who could tell him the first letter of all nineteen answers he did not receive a single response.  Consequently he ran some focus groups which raised interesting points for staff wishing to provide students with atypical activities whether using e-learning or not, though other issues brought up were more specific to crosswords.  The focus groups felt that the activity was fun but that they had not engaged with it for a number of reasons:

· they did not see it as important to dig into the papers as they had not reached the stage of the course when they would be revising and they do not seem to have accepted Broad's counter that it would benefit their learning anyway;

· crosswords need students to spell correctly, which nowadays is a challenge for many students, notably those from overseas.  Not only did spelling a word incorrectly mean other correct answers would be impossible to include, but those students who were uncertain about their language skills were put off even taking part;

· in general crosswords are an activity of an older generation; students are not cryptically minded and so questions that might appear straight forward to older people are far too challenging for the average student.

In addition to this research, Broad has also carried out an RS2Q learning styles questionnaire to see if there are general characteristics that prevent a crossword being used successfully as a device for learning.  He has yet to process the data he received.  Broad believes that the principles of using a word puzzle are good, but that it throws up many challenges especially for students whose first language is not English.  Broad, however, remains convinced that game play can be successful in properly engaging students.

Speaking with Students Online

An initiative that Broad is trying in 2005/6 is the use of Skype, recently bought by the eBay company.  Skype is a protocol for speech over the internet.  It encompasses a free service that allows students to talk directly to anyone who logs into the system.  It speeds up student-tutor contact which sometimes with asynchronous online conferencing can be inhibited by the two sides having to decipher text-based messages.  This aspect of using online facilities for contact with students has been implemented in a different way by Martin Dyke of the School of Education.  These two examples reinforce the message about the benefits of such electronic interaction with students.
  

The Future

Owing to involvement with an ESRC project Broad has had to put his work with e-learning development on hold.  However, he maintains an interest in it and is always experimenting with new approaches.  In addition, he is supervising a PhD student who is researching integrating IT into teaching accounting.  Overall, Broad feels that the reward for the lecturer from the use of e-learning is in improving the level of student discussion and learning.

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates a successful use of CAA in certain kinds of formative assessment.  It re-emphasises that there is only a certain amount of such e-learning that is appropriate for students on a particular programme.  The example of e-crosswords provides a reminder that whilst the electronic aspect is the one that most will feel they have to address with e-learning, the pedagogic aspects of a particular mode of learning whether electronic or not, have to be tackled if there is to be success.  This is doubly so given the increasing diversity of the University's student intake and the falling levels of literacy and spelling among students in higher education.  Finally, it seems that synchronous audio or audio-visual interaction with students is a possibility that could be immediately adopted more widely with benefits for staff and students particularly when distributed across campuses or with students who cannot regularly attend on campus.  These methods provide successful contact with students, unconstrained in the way that can be the case with office-based consultation.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 17th November 2005.

� See ‘ELCS-MAN01: Introduction to Management – Dr. Ian Harwood(School of Management): Issues of Running Electronic Formative and Summative Assessments’.


� http://www.puzzlerscave.com/about.php


� See ‘ELCS-EDU02: Postgraduate-level Education – Dr. Martin Dyke (School of Education): Issues of Audio-Visual Tutorials and Electronic Monitoring in Classrooms’.
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