ELCS-SOC03: Web Development – Martin Edney

(School of Social Sciences):

Issues of Promoting E-Learning within a School

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

Martin Edney is part of the Information Services (IS) group for both the schools of Management and of Social Sciences, providing e-learning advice for both.  He acknowledges that, as a result, there is some ‘cross-fertilisation’ between the two Schools regarding e-learning though they are can be at different stages of development and have different requirements in this regard.

Edney’s job title is Web Developer but fifty percent of his responsibility is in promoting e-learning within the Schools.  He is the first port of call for those having difficulties with their web provision.  Much of the priority is on the marketing aspects of the websites, but he receives, on average, one enquiry per week about e-learning.  Those with a more pedagogical focus he passes to the CLT (Centre for Learning and Teaching) and tackles the technical ones himself or gets input from ISS.  In the past, however, Edney has taught on the MSc. in Social Work covering the practice teaching aspect as social workers can choose to be qualified in this aspect too.  He ran a unit about e-learning and found that students, though initially sceptical, came to see the benefits of its use.

Changes in Responsibility

Before the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) was introduced to the University, the old Faculty of Social Sciences used its intranet as an e-learning platform as well as a website for introductory level 1 units.  Some Economics academics developed more extensive websites and, once Blackboard reached a ‘critical mass’, these were linked to via the VLE rather than it replacing them.

Much of the School’s e-learning provision is now delivered via Blackboard.  Money from the Faculty backed a project to increase the School’s use of this facility and to encourage more reluctant academics to provide e-learning material at least up to the so-called Foundation level.  The initiative was based on a successful one run by the Politics & International Relations Division of the School, in its previous incarnation, back in 2002.

The School-Wide Initiative to Promote E-Learning

It was decided at a School level that there was need for a one-off project in 2005/6 to encourage and assist academics in taking responsibility for the online provision connected to their units.  There was less difficulty with newer staff, but many established colleagues needed help.  Many units did not have any e-learning presence in Blackboard or elsewhere.  The baseline aim was to move the two-thirds of staff lacking familiarity with Blackboard to the stage at which lecture notes were put into the VLE as a matter of course, and for some, to take further steps to more active e-learning provision.

The project consisted of employing temporary staff to build basic Blackboard courses for all units in the school where there was no e-learning presence, with them uploading lecture notes, handouts or whatever they could get from academic staff.  The intention was that this would provide a “toe in the water” for the reluctant academics, who would then be motivated to take over and develop these Blackboard courses that had been set up on their behalf.

Certain sections of the School continued to be reluctant to use Blackboard, for a variety of reasons, including that some found it less flexible than websites that had been used before.  Others initially had a ‘fear’ of using the system and its implied new ways of working.  However, interest in the VLE generally increased and attendance on courses and requests for assistance, following the project, rose.

Edney feels that the project has increased the penetration of e-learning across the School and he is now keen to run ‘show and tell’ sessions with staff outlining to their colleagues what they have been doing in terms of e-learning so that others can learn from their successes and difficulties rather than everyone starting from scratch each time.  However, this is hindered by the “closed” way in which Blackboard is operated, meaning that colleagues cannot readily see each other’s Blackboard courses.

Conclusion

This case outlines how, in order to move from the ‘early adopter’ stage of e-learning to greater use, needs initiative at School level.  Encouragement must be backed by clerical and technical support for colleagues who may be fearful of taking the step into a new form of teaching for them and the students they usually teach.  Such development has to be sustained by continued communication between colleagues within Schools and sub-sections of them.  This allows the transmission of what has been learnt by those leading the way, to help prevent other, less-experienced colleagues from encountering the same pitfalls and enables the sharing of new ideas among those already engaged in e-learning provision.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 26th May 2006.
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