ELCS-SOC02: Video Conferencing – Dr. Angela Armstrong-Coster
(School of Social Sciences):

Issues of Video Conferencing to Provide an International Context to Learning
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

Angela Armstrong-Coster came to the University of Southampton in July 2002, having taken her degrees at the University of Essex.  She describes herself as a sociologist in the Social Work Division of the School of Social Sciences.  She teaches on the MSc. in Professional Studies focusing on palliative care.  She also teaches research methods to undergraduates and postgraduates on the BSc. and MSc. Social Work programmes.  Armstrong-Coster’s area of interest is in dying and death.
The Motives for Using Video Conferencing
As with many staff who have developed e-learning in their units, Armstrong-Coster’s use of video conferencing was prompted by her taking the PCAP course.
  Consequently this report also draws upon the PCAP Module 2 Project Report that Dr. Armstrong-Coster produced during her studies for that course.

On taking over running the palliative care sections of the MSc. in Professional Studies, Armstrong-Coster aimed to create a coherent series of lectures which would not only form part of the full degree programme but also could be taken separately leading to a postgraduate certificate or, if combined with other units, to a diploma.

A substantial majority of the students who take the palliative care units study as part of their continuing professional development.  They are practitioners in relevant spheres and include nurses, psychiatrists and chief executives of hospices; they travel to Southampton to study the units.  Many of the students are funded by organisations and Armstrong-Coster makes efforts to involve these too in determining what is tackled by the programme.  The  units of the programme are taught over two years, part-time, with units 1 and 3 starting each September and 2 and 4 in January.  The academic year, 2006 – 2007, sees the curriculum for this programme having been substantially remodelled with the focus being shifted from the core units, onto the specialist units.
Given the make-up of the student constituency, Armstrong-Coster was keen that they were exposed to a global perspective of palliative care.  In addition she sought ways to both stimulate and motivate the students through encouraging them to see learning as going on outside the university and especially to contextualise it in a relevant setting.

Initially Armstrong-Coster was familiar only with desktop video conferencing and did not see this as suitable for the kind of small group exercises she was coming to envisage in 2004.  However, a PCAP session on video conferencing exposed her to other uses and following a conference in Paris in November of that year, she returned to her thoughts with a new perspective.  The conference provided contacts with organisations from abroad with which it would be worthwhile to link.

Lessons Learnt

Given the timing of her revelation about video conferencing in November 2003 and her need to have it ready for the course in January 2004, Armstrong-Coster effectively had only four weeks to arrange everything.  She has commented that to successfully achieve this as she did, needed the support of the ‘technological gatekeepers’ at the University of Southampton, the co-operation of her superiors in the Division to permit her experiment and the willingness of her students to go along with it.

Initially it was planned to link to people in New Zealand and Canada simultaneously.  However, the time differences made this impossible.  The technical capabilities and availability of staff at the partner institutions were also factors.  Ultimately it was decided to link to a single partner: the Baycrest geriatric centre affiliated to the University of Toronto.  A test-run was tried eleven days before the final event to verify that the technical aspects worked fine.
The date fixed for the full session was on the last day of the course, a Friday in January, starting at 16.00, not the ideal time to run a session, especially given the poor weather conditions prevailing in the UK at the time.  The Canadians were able to advance the session an hour, which whilst benefiting the UK students, meant Armstrong-Coster had to amend the bookings for rooms and technical equipment.  Ultimately, seven of the nine students on the unit were able to take part, the other two had to travel long distances to return home that day.  To some extent this was a factor of having part-time students based away from Southampton, in contrast to the more typical bodies of students at the University.

Through her experiment Armstrong-Coster learnt other lessons about the human preparation and framing of such exercises.  Given the shortness of the time that such a session can be run, it is important to maximise its benefits.  Students were directed to read up on the organisation they would be talking to ahead of the session so that discussion would not be bogged down in exchanging mundane information.  Students were also briefed in advance by an academic from their Division, Prof. Lena Dominelli, who is a Canadian professional in the field.  Armstrong-Coster produced a proforma
 in advance outlining how the students should introduce themselves so that time was not wasted with them thinking how to do this appropriately on the spot.  Armstrong-Coster used the same approach when introducing herself.  The two groups alternated in introducing themselves one-by-one.  Ten Canadian students participated.
In discussions with Canadian counterparts, the need for strict scheduling and chairing was also necessary.  The link was only for an hour and this, it can be argued, was appropriate as focusing on such an interchange can be tiring for students and staff if carried on for too long.  Armstrong-Coster took the chair for the whole session.  However, there was an additional factor that she had noticed during the test-run and this was the support from senior colleagues that Armstrong-Coster’s counterpart had received during the session.  Thus she secured the help of the Director of the MSc. Chris Warren-Adamson, to open the session.  The involvement of senior staff communicates to participants on all sides the importance with which such events are imbued by the university.

The event proved to be ‘stunningly brilliant’, enthusing the students and bringing home to them that what Armstrong-Coster had been teaching them was ‘real’.  The atmosphere was very pleasant and the UK students were startled by the level of provision in Canada, which opened their eyes to differences even with the Anglophone world.

Follow-Up

Before running the session, Armstrong-Coster established a bulletin board to permit discussion around it by participants both at Southampton and in Canada.  Subsequently, working with Martin Edney, the web developer and e-learning promoter for the School, she emailed the UK students with photographs taken during the session along with an evaluation questionnaire.  However, she has been disappointed that none of the students have used the associated online discussion space.  She feels this stems from ‘the, sadly, rushed nature of my enforcing the change’.  However, such an outcome is to be expected, not due to the speed of change but to the nature of the medium and the students themselves.  Online discussion usually only thrives when students see a direct connection between it and assessed work.  In addition, part-time students, such as those participating in this exercise, have greater challenges in using such facilities: they have less time to take part and thus do not develop the necessary familiarity and hence skills in using the system in the way full-time students do.

The response of the students to the video conferencing, however, was very positive.  As professionals they were alert to the potential hazards of using such a medium but gained a great deal from participation.  They found it exciting and were impressed by how it had been run and felt that they had gained a highly valuable appreciation of practice in a different context.  Armstrong-Coster has outlined how different hospices are in Canada in terms of size and sophistication and their connection to other services in contrast to the rather small scale, charity-based movement in the UK.  Through the video conferencing her students were able to question practitioners working in that environment directly.

Reviewing the experiment, Armstrong-Coster feels a longer lead-in time would be of benefit.  Visual materials could be prepared ahead of the session and online debate could develop before the participants ‘met’ through the video conferencing.  She also believes that the session could focus on the desired learning outcomes, though, also recognising the benefits for learning which came from the spontaneous discussion that occurred during the session.  Whilst Armstrong-Coster has been dissuaded from repeating the exercise, partly due to administrative difficulties such as who was responsible for paying for the call, her colleague Warren-Adamson began incorporating video conferencing into his teaching as a result of Armstrong-Coster’s efforts.
Conclusion

This case study demonstrates that in its broadest sense, e-learning can widen students’ access to viewpoints on their area of interest and enable them to have an international perspective.  It also demonstrates that there is as much of an issue regarding the human aspects of scaffolding a video-conference session as there are technical ones.
Keir, I wonder too, if it might be worthwhile emphasising the fact that, although severely tied by preparation time, this did not prohibit the success of the event???

Appendix

ANGLO-CANADIAN PALLIATIVE CARE DISCUSSION
ROUGH GUIDE FOR INTRODUCTIONS

This is not intended to be prescriptive, but only a suggestion that may help frame your own unique introduction.  I think the

details might help prompt discussion.
Smile!

Name

Geographic location of work – it may be useful to frame where you are based in relation to eg London

Working environment  eg Rural, urban –  Within a hospital or in the community

Job description

· What you do
· Length of relevant experience

· Are you part of a multi-disciplinary team or do you work alone

Brief description of eg a typical morning/evening in work

How you would like your career to progress

Angela Armstrong-Coster





30th January 2004
Dr. Keir Thorpe, (Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator) 7th September 2006.

� See also ‘ELCS-LAW01: Commercial Law – Filippo Lorenzon (School of Law): Issues of Appropriateness of E-Learning in Law’; ‘ELCS-MAN04: Social Psychology – Dr. Mel Ashleigh (School of Management): Issues of Online Asynchronous Conferencing’; ‘ELCS-HUM05: Anglophone Literature – Dr. Stephen Morton (School of Humanities): Issues of Supporting Group Work’; 
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