JISC Learner Experience Phase 2

PB-LXP: Learners’ Experience of eLearning in Practice Courses

A student Case study

brian (Social Work)
This case study summarises key points from interviews undertaken during 2008 with one student on the Open University course Applied Social Work Practice, one of six courses included in the research project PB-LXP, funded by JISC, 2007-09. Project documents are available from the OU Knowledge Network http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/workspace.cfm?wpid=8250 and the JISC website http://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/JISCle2/Project+websites.  

This case study provides an overview of the student’s interviews and the issues arising from the student’s experience of ICT on their course and in their work and social life. The course is a 60 point core component of the Social Work degree, following on from Foundations for Social Practice, as the second of the three practice courses in the programme. The course website provides access to all course materials, ICT activities, Information Literacy activities, MyOpenLibrary and the tutor group forums. The course is assessed via 6 tutor-marked assignments (TMAs), 3 computer-marked assignments (which assess the ICT & IL activities) and an examined component (ECA). There are 7 practice workshops across the 8 months of the course, with an initial introductory workshop. Each workshop has a face to face and an online element which are interdependent, covering different learning material. Attendance at both is obligatory.  The online forum discussions extend for 2 weeks after the face to face event. This creates a blend of online and face to face that is unusual for the OU. All students must be registered for a Social Work degree and sponsored by their employing agency. The course includes a 100 days (90 in Wales) practice learning opportunity under supervision of a practice assessor appointed by the sponsoring agency.  The course aims to support students in achieving the National Standards in Social Work, apply theories to practice of their key roles, and enabling students to develop skills in ICT and information literacy and reflective writing. The ICT skills are modelled on the European Computer Driving License.
Student background and identity

This student was aged 30 and studying three courses in parallel, with understandable time pressures as a result:

I have been under quite a lot of time pressure doing three courses at once. ..I am finding that I am taking the odd short cut here and there, which isn’t ideal, because you know, it’s important but I think, I’m possibly missing out on some of the learning. But on the whole I am trying to stick to the schedule as it is played out but a couple of times it is difficult.

He worked as a team leader for a team support project within a housing association. He definitely wanted a career in social care and possibly in mental health, working with a voluntary organisation. During the interview he expressed the view that he was generally positive towards using ICT:

I suppose…I’m positive about it just because I…quite enjoy using computers and technology and things. And I know that it does make life easier if I know how to use it well and get the most out of it…so yeah I mean it will hopefully save time with work and make me more effective, yeah.

Interviewer: OK so you think the ICT elements of the course have sort of benefitted your work practice then?

Student: Yeah, yeah…I can incorporate some of the things I’ve learnt and making sure that I, you know, use them regularly.
ICT and learning effectiveness

This student appreciated the convenience of having much of the course online, facilitating study from a variety of locations:
…it means there is less paper which is you know good in terms of organising files and anything so you know that there is no need for you to have a paper copy of everything because you can access it whenever you need to online. It means also for me, sometimes working from home, sometimes working at work and sometimes in the library, it means that I can access the information from different places as well, so that’s helped me. 

He also saw ICT as making the course more practical – certainly creating a more diverse study experience than a course based only on texts, as his response to the question below indicates:

Interviewer: Do you think having ICT embedded in the course allows you to work more effectively or do you think you could manage without it?

Student: I quite like it. It’s good because it breaks the learning up a little bit and makes it a bit more practical in a way in terms of producing a presentation or providing a report. So it’s good in that sense that it is not constant reading and writing essays, there’s another aspect to the course as well. It also helps because I have been able to get people’s ideas when we are outside of our tutorials on the online discussions as well, so that is kind of an added bit of contact that I have gained from as well. 

He also identified ways in which he applied database skills learned on the course to a change in his studies:

… I guess, probably the databases I think, I think that is something that is new that I feel confident in using now and will be useful, so yes, that’s a positive thing with that.

Interviewer: Can you give me an example of something you learnt about databases?

.. Yes, I mean, there was one or two essays that we had to produce were on collaborative working so they were with the use of databases throughout three different research papers on collaborative working in mental health and then able to use them in my, yes, reference them in my essays. …So I think that if I didn’t have that, the database, I don’t think I would’ve been able to get that information or it would’ve required me to go the library and have papers copies out of it, which I don’t think I would’ve done really. So that’s how it’s helped in that respect. 
This student was positive about the CDROM included with the course and had a clearer sense of how this helped his learning than with the ICT skills:
Yes, it kind of brings it to life a bit so you are not….. it brought to life a bit, so you were obviously able to see real people in real life experiences and social work going on. So instead of kind of the reading which can get a bit too much, it just broke it down a bit and hopefully it sort of helped some of the ideas a bit in my head…
… the CDROM especially was good…the way that you learn…quite well I think instead of having to…reading books all the time…gave a bit of sort of like interactive really…video clips and interviews and bits of audio as well, and then bits of paper work exercises to do on top of that. So that was good. I liked the CDROM…the change of pace and…different sort of method of learning really.

The student further commented on the way in which the CDROM juxtaposed theory and practice and also provided feedback. It was possible to compare your own answer with the one given by the course. Certainly the relationship between theory and practice is one of the key areas of teaching on the course and making connections between the two is one of the most difficult aspects of learning:

It related to the course booklet with some examples and the theory that was in the booklet related directly to the examples on the CDROM…so that was linked up well, and I think the reason it was effective was because it had sort of a guidance on it as well…as you work through exercises I came out with my own answers then there’s guidance at the end that suggests and you can just check to see if what you thought is, you know, the recommended sort of answer to those things.

By contrast, this student did not find the tutor group forums worked for him. His tutor group was small – a situation which often leads to lack of activity in a forum given that only some students do post regularly. There was also an impact from time pressures and the way in which students prioritise activities which are assessed or strongly linked to essential tasks:

In our tutor group they never really got off the ground I think. We were quite a small tutor group anyway, so there weren’t many people inputting into them. And it just seemed that not many people really saw the value in it really. But I suppose it’s just because there’s quite a lot to get done and if there was anything that was going to sort of slip a little bit then it would probably be that. Because it wasn’t sort of marked as a piece of work in the end.

This student was one of only a few interviewees who could think of different ways he would study in future were he to take the course again. He felt that he would construct a resume or aide memoire of the ICT skills so that he could check out procedures more quickly. There is also a suggestion that this would reduce the complexity of some of the instructions, which is a point that others also made – some found the ICT skills in places too detailed:

So if it did it again I’d try and spend some time just having some revision type cards that I just jotted things on that I could refer back to quickly. I do that for other aspects of the course, other courses I’d done, but I didn’t do it for the ICT bit. So that would be helpful actually if I’d done that. Because in terms of me looking back now, referring back to it, I’d need to go into a folder and work though the…instructions, rather than just having something that might be a bit more simplified really.

ICT and work/practice relationship

This student already used PowerPoint and Excel at work and felt that he had developed his skills further and in ways that would definitely benefit his work. He valued the improvement he could now make to the presentation of tables for example, using Excel to produce reports which he could then include in a Word document. He did this in relation to reports on costings and budgetary information. He did see the ICT skills as benefitting his work:

Yes, I do actually yes. It gives me an opportunity to sit down and sort of work out where I am up to with it really instead of perhaps working through things at work. Doing the exercises has given me a chance to learn brand new things and get a bit better at them. So I feel a bit more confident and able to use those things that I’ve mentioned.

He also appreciated learning more about PowerPoint, including how to generate organisational charts but also simply adding more slides to an existing presentation:

I hadn’t really got to grips with…inserting you know, a new slide and things like that…you’ve got a few already prepared and then need to add another one in, was something I didn’t know how to do…it’s my role is mainly promotional information. So kind of selling our service to other organisations.

However he hadn’t benefited from the skills training in setting up lists and using email. He already used Outlook at work and the OU system was different and less straightforward in his opinion. When asked about RefWorks he similarly said that he ‘didn’t click with it straightaway’. It hadn’t got any links with his current work and although he had intended to spend more time on it, he hadn’t done so. In general he was positive about the inclusion of ICT skills throughout the course:

I mean it’s good from my point of view that it’s incorporated as part of the module as you go along….you can see its relevance and use in different aspects of the work as you go.

This student thought that his familiarity with ICT at work meant that he could decide whether or not to undertake some activities which at first glance were familiar to him. He expressed the view though that he might learn something new though and tried not to miss anything out:
Sometimes I might have thought you know I know that already and other items I’ve…come across things that I wasn’t aware of so…I spent more time on it because it might have been sort of a quicker or shortcut way to doing something that I was doing differently.

Overall he felt that 

…the course has made me use it, use technology differently, just being a bit more confident with it.

Interviewer: So it’s a practice thing?

Yeah
Although the information literacy skills were not immediately relevant to this student’s work, he did feel they would become so increasingly, as he moved into a different job once qualified:

I suppose seeking out more, you know, up to date sort of research papers and things and yeah keeping up to date with current practice methods and things.

This student had a personal laptop that he used mainly for his course work. He also accessed that at work and only used a memory stick very occasionally, to download material. He was not registered on Facebook or MySpace. 

Summary

This student was one of the youngest in the study and used ICT already across a range of work activities. He appreciated however that his skills had been improved by the ICT activities included in the course and he had applied this to his work, for example in preparing Powerpoint presentations to promote his service to other organisations and improving the quality of reports. He was also very positive about the CDROM included on the course, feeling that this did more than just reading a book to help connect theory to practice – one of the key areas for learning on practice-based Social Work courses. Audio and Visual resources on the CDROM connected to exercises with feedback enabled the student to study more interactively and compare his responses to those provided by the course. It brought the course to life. The ICT therefore helped the student achieve course learning outcomes and also made study more practical and varied, which this student appreciated. He also felt that ICT made study more effective in that he could access the course materials wherever he was and there was less paper to organise.
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