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(School of Management):

Issues of Online Asynchronous Conferencing
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

Mel Ashleigh’s background is in social psychology.  She teaches organisational behaviour through the 1st Year undergraduate unit ‘The Individual and the Organisation’.  Whilst it is a core unit for Management, it is open to students from across the faculty and in any year can attract 60-125 students.  Like some other colleagues, Ashleigh was prompted to engage with e-learning through taking her PCAP (Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice).

The Use of Virtual Discussion Groups
Like many colleagues Ashleigh uses the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) to put up course documents.  However, whilst taking her PCAP she wanted to try a more proactive approach of using the system and sought to develop virtual groups as a case study for her dissertation.  All Ashleigh’s students are put into a virtual group of about eight students.
In 2005/6 there were around 100 students registered for the unit.  From feedback at the end of the unit, Ashleigh knows that in 2004/5 the use of virtual groups proved very popular with students; not a single student failed the unit.  Ashleigh aims to write up her experiences comparing the student interaction in 2004/5 with that in 2005/6 following some amendments she made to her approach.
Forming the Groups

Ashleigh starts the online discussion in Week 3 as she has found that Week 2 is too early because students are still getting to grips with their programmes and some leave her unit and others join.  From then on, students are set topics for discussion around key themes related to the content of the unit.  The tasks require students to find out things and then debate them online.  However, putting them into virtual groups encourages them to meet face-to-face as well.  Ashleigh seeks to have groups with a mixture of gender and ethnicity so allocates students rather than leaving them to form their own groups.  Managing the impact of students leaving the groups and how this shifts the dynamic of each one is part of the weekly tasks for Ashleigh in overseeing them.
Ashleigh does receive emails from worried students, often on common issues, so she usually responds to the group as a whole.  As John Hopkins has noted, this helps reduce the time taken as it can head off the same queries from different students being repeated numerous times.

Student Tasks

Before expecting the students to discuss online Ashleigh issues a hand-out of the criteria against which their contributions will be judged; this is the only piece of paper-based input they receive.  Ashleigh uses the PAGE approach grading contributions simply as poor, adequate, good or excellent with exemplars of good practice also included.  The hand-out includes ground rules as Ashleigh is very conscious of the importance of etiquette in the online environment and the need for appropriate modes of behaviour in that context.  Ashleigh also posts a practical example of a contribution for the students in Weeks 1 and 2.  This is a 150-word introduction to participating in online asynchronous conferencing.
Ashleigh uses a spreadsheet on which to record the marks and how the students’ work has matched against the criteria.  This approach also allows her to see their progress over the unit.  Students are provided with details about where they stand in relation to the class through bar charts produced from the spreadsheet.
Each fortnight from Week 3 onwards Ashleigh sets a task.  By the time of the lecture in the second week of each period the groups should have concluded and summarised their discussion on the issue.  Ashleigh reads the contributions and feeds back to the groups.

A student starts off the discussion, bringing in material they have gathered from lectures and their reading.  All members of the group must contribute in order to gain a grade for their work.  Individuals’ contributions form 25% of the mark they receive for the unit.  They are judged against very rigid criteria – depth of knowledge and breadth of reading demonstrated, plus relating the comments to the real-world context.  Ashleigh acknowledges that the concepts tackled on the unit are often challenging for students to take on board and for them to relate theory to real-life behaviour can be difficult.

Previously Ashleigh would designate who in the group would be responsible for beginning and ending each topic and would ensure that every one would at least have a single chance to begin one topic and summarise the discussion of another one.  Now she leaves such management to the group itself telling them to use common sense, for example substituting for someone who has been assigned task if they are absent.  Contributions to the discussions are limited, however, by Ashleigh, to 400 words.
Last year there were four topics across the unit but this has now been reduced to three.  An extended essay of 2000 words, contributing towards 25% of the unit’s marks, draws on one of these topics and builds on both what the students have read and what they have discussed in their groups.

Gains from Using the Online Discussion Approach
The workload saving for Ashleigh through using this approach, she feels, has been ‘massive’.  Rather than having six 45-minute tutorials in a week she now goes into the online discussions once per day.  A single email can be sent to the whole group and three sentence feedback is given to students, with follow-up on contributions during face-to-face sessions if it is required.  Not having to teach 6-7 classes a week, Ashleigh feels, means that the tutor is fresher and able to contribute more to their students.  It also helps in getting to know each of their students.  Fully engaging with the groups, Ashleigh notes, is vital for enabling this approach to work well.
One aspect that came through from student feedback in 2004/5 was the desire for more face-to-face contact with Ashleigh.  Consequently in 2005/6 she introduced a 45-minute ‘drop in’ session each week.  However, the numbers attending rapidly fell away in the early weeks of the unit and instead Ashleigh has moved to students making an appointment to see her.

Aside from the online conferencing, students receive one double-length lecture each week.  This involves a mixture of approaches including recapping on the fortnight’s discussion and setting the current tasks.  Such elements break up the period meaning that the students are not overloaded with content that they have to absorb.
Ashleigh finds that using the online environment the input from students is more varied and thus more interesting for her to see.  In addition, the students are much more in control and are less proscribed in what they can tackle.  There is support though, especially as these are 1st Year students, with Ashleigh outlining the papers, journals and websites that the students will find useful for tackling the topics under discussion.
Ashleigh adds that the online discussion strengthens rather than diminishes the willingness of students to meet with others in their group.  As they have got to know them, they are more willing to contribute and feel more confident in responding to points raised, than is the case with groups that solely meet face-to-face.  This highlights that Ashleigh’s approach is a blended learning rather than distance learning method, with the e-learning aspects benefiting the more traditional ones.
Ashleigh feels that the particular conferencing approach that she adopts helps students hone their research skills for the future.  It also provides them with good opportunities for reflection and revision as the students can look back over their contributions in the context of the others which have been posted.  All the threads are left up in the conference for the duration of the unit so students can revisit them at any time.  However, students cannot look at the work of groups with which they were not involved.
Conclusion

Many colleagues see online conferencing as the ‘next step’ in e-learning from passive VLE pages to something more active.  However, as is often noted, there is a potential burden for academics embarking on this path, not only in establishing online conferences but in running and maintaining them.
  Ashleigh’s approach is suitable for the subject area that she teaches, but it is also a model that shows how making students responsible for their own conferencing can not only reduce the burden on staff, but also provide additional learning opportunities for the students.  Through their interaction they also create a resource to which they can refer back for revision.  This peer-moderated approach will not work with all subject areas, as some operate with more of an authoritative-transmission model, incompatible with the necessary yielding of some power from the tutor to the student groups.  However, for many others it is a method that can bring real benefits to the students participating.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 23rd January 2006.
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