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This case study summarises key points from interviews during 2008 with one student on The Open University course Team Engineering, one of the courses included in the JISC-funded research project PB-LXP. 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 aligned with the key issues arising from this student’s experience of ICT for study on a course closely related to his working practice.

The design of the course is innovative in that students meet at a residential weekend and get to know each other before forming into teams of c5 students who will then work on the same project, meeting again at a second residential before submitting their final group report. The projects are outlined by the course team and students select the one they want to work on. Their task is to use regular FlashMeetings and electronic contact to build up their team response to the task. Four projects were on offer for the students to design. These included a temporary prefabricated housing project for a disaster zone, the design of a roller coaster, a regenerative braking system for a car that reclaims lost energy during braking and also an accurate caliper to measure the diameter of large extruded steel bars. The ICT elements embedded in the course are Flashmeeting (a video conferencing program), a group Wiki and eportfolio MyStuff built in the Moodle VLE a learning journal and FirstClass forum software. The Wiki is used to generate the collaborative project report and team communication is achieved using Flashmeeting every week. The teams have their own wiki and are expected to work collaboratively on the task. They individually complete a learning journal, reflecting on the team process and their learning. Assignments include 2 team (i.e. group) TMAs, 3 team member (i.e. individual) TMAs, two Examined Component team submissions and 1 individual/team member submission. The twin aims are first to replicate team working and bring reflective and developmental processes to it; second to develop a research project implemented through both team and individual working. ICT is central to achievement of course aims and one technology in particular – FlashMeeting – has proved pivotal. 
Background and Identity

This student is in his late thirties and works as an inspection engineer for a large multi-national oil company. He started his Engineering degree in 2001 and saw it as the best route for achieving chartered engineer status. This course was a new experience for him:

I haven’t experienced this type of activity before, collaborating on a project with people…in different parts of the country. I’ve never done that before...Great experience, really useful not just personally but in a work context as well.

By the end of the course he was contemplating doing a business diploma, reflecting on the reorganisation ongoing at his workplace which might impact on his own role. He said that his OU studies would be likely to impact on the outcome of these changes at work. 
…I think it’s an excellent course. ..for me it reflects what happens really…living in the real world in so much as you know, you often don’t have the luxury of meeting face to face, you’ve got to…network with people…in different parts of the world. Particularly you know, in the company I work with…and some of the tools I’ve learnt on [the course] has been really good for that. So I think it’s a really useful course, yeah…without a doubt it’s been of benefit.
His project was designing a temporary accommodation solution in disaster zones. 
Interviewer: do you feel that you have gelled well with this team?

Student: Yes, excellent. There’s a good mix of people from different backgrounds, and different industries. The common theme between us was that we wanted to choose something that we’d not done before. A sort of subject that was removed from our normal engineering sort of experience as it were.
He described the way the team drove the study process. He spent around 8 to 10 hours study a week, with more before the assignments, just as he did with a more ‘traditional’ OU course which is defined by a set of course materials:

But one of the keys to delivering the project is that the team have come up with a plan and we’ve got all these deadlines to meet. I think the team may actually help that, and sort of push the team in the right direction.

Interviewer: right so you kind of structure it for yourself then?

Student: yeah we did yeah.

Asked whether the course would be improved with more structure, he was quite clear:

No I think the way it is is exactly as it should be. Given a broad content and width we’re then left to our own devices to find our way to organize the structure to set our direction and everything else. I think that’s exactly how it should be. I think if the OU tried to make it more structured and regimented you would lose some of that learning experience…I’m happy with the opportunity that this course gives us for learning. I think it’s an excellent course, and it certainly offers things that you know are not run of the mill, but things you can apply to your own work context. 
ICT and learning effectiveness
This student focused on the tools he had used, all playing a role in the design of the course. He had not used a wiki before and described how this had led to using Windows SharePoint for document sharing and collaboration. The wiki had its frustrations but was positive overall: 
Because we as a team struggled with the wiki with regards to…attaching documents, photographs etc…Plain text not an issue but it got a little bit messy when you want to put photographs and things like that. It was a little bit hit and miss sometimes…one of the first collaborative pieces of work we did we put it onto the wiki but again some of the links, some of photographs, seemed to work for some people and not for others…there were always little niggles with it…’well I can see it why can’t you?’ This sort of thing you know.
They found work arounds for problems, such as attaching photos to an email. His team had also used the eportfolio tool developed for Moodle, called MyStuff, particularly for sharing documentation around their literature searches and for their project assessment. Flashmeeting had been used for regular weekly, sometimes twice weekly, meetings of the team, lasting for an hour and a half, with an agenda, minutes and chair. Of the three technologies used on the course, the wiki, eportfolio and Flashmeeting, this had brought the most benefit. The tool had imposed a form of participation on to the group, in the form of the agenda and minutes and a weekly agreement to meet up online. This proved both motivating and enabling of individuals to achieve their tasks ands for the team to achieve its goals:
…because you got that…contact you know. We used it regularly and I think to get the benefit out of it, you know, you do need to be scheduling the weekly meetings…we held it as a proper team meeting, with an agenda and minutes and everything…We used it religiously that way. And that for me was a motivator. It was a mechanism for progressing with the project. ..you got the next best thing to face to face contact really, you know. And everyone made an effort to attend those meetings. I think subconsciously you’ve got an awareness that your tutor is looking at those meetings, and at the people I guess as well…for me it was an integral part of the course really. More so than the wiki and MyStuff.

This required commitment but he was convinced it was necessary to achieve the course learning outcomes. Occasional technical problems with Flashmeeting led the team to use a technology new to most of them, Skype, adding another essential communication tool: 
FlashMeeting, I recall not too long ago when we all got thrown out of it…for whatever reason, server was down, or whatever, and we bounced straight onto Skype…I think there was probably one of the team that had used Skype previously and he kept badgering us ‘you’ve got to get an account, you’ve got to get an account’. And we did in the end and then ‘oh this is good, yeah we like this.’ So you’d be at home at night on the computer and all of a sudden someone will pop up and you’ll have a chat with them you know. 
This tool brought a complementary form of contact, meeting another kind of need for good team working, the ability to link up spontaneously and share feelings and thoughts, without the commitment required by a formal team meeting:

Informal yeah. It was just …FlashMeeting was more formalised. Skype we used as, you know, ‘how do you feel about this?’ you know, it gives you ideas on that you know. And it was just, you know, OK you can do that on email but it’s different on email. You can’t get across you know, the way you want it to do, not like in words, as you can, you know, listening to someone.

So, reflecting on this tool that the team had set up for themselves, the student puts his finger on one of the reasons for its benefits to the team. It picks up one element in a range of communication needs that a well functioning team needs – both informality and formality in the participation process. These tools working together appear to have made FirstClass, the OU’s conferencing tool, redundant.
Up until this course I’d used FirstClass for …messages with regards to the course. But with this course we didn’t use FirstClass and I didn’t use it at all…We were bouncing emails around between us a huge amount, you know, during the course, but not used FirstClass.

Overall, the conclusion on the use of ICT in the course however was that it could not have happened without it:

…just without it we would not, we couldn’t do it…We just could not do a course like this.

This course is unusual in that there are few course materials and the team generates its own study process through completing the project together. The collaboration as a team, enabled by use of ICT, had also supported reflection on the team process, as this student describes, referring to the Belbin definition of team roles – plant, shaper etc:

I can see myself taking on different roles. In this particular case I’ve taken on team shaper so sometimes I have the opportunity…to stand back and look at what we’re doing, try and question what we’re doing and why we’re doing it and then throw that across to the team, and then challenge the team to try and look at what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. And I’ve actually done that, and it’s been quite useful, and that’s something I’ve definitely learned from.

The diversity of the team membership and their distribution across different workplaces, enabled the student to identify how the course was proving both instructive and interesting. He worked in teams in his own workplace, but the course offered new experience from which he was learning. When asked early in the course what had been the most positive experience so far, he said this:

For me it’s all about collaborating. It’s all about this new experience that I mentioned, about working with people, different geographical areas, but yet still able to follow a process and feel as if you’re achieving something…They’re all from different sort of industries so we’ve all got different opinions on how things should be done…there’s been instances when I’ve challenged what we’re doing, and how we’re doing it, but I would say that was positive, I wouldn’t say that was negative…I’m enjoying it.

So the group process has supported a process of positive articulation around team member expertise, which this student found contributed to his learning. The ICT tools were also essential for the creation of documents recording the work of the team, and he described how the creation of a wiki required regular refinement and reorganization of their documents:

We have restructured our wiki and redesigned it. As a start-off you just dive into it and you start putting things in. But then at some point along the road you’ve got to organize it so it makes more sense, and we actually did that, and that didn’t cause too much of a problem…
ICT and work-practice relationship
From the beginning this student described a close relationship between course study and his work. He described how he regularly worked on the project during his lunch hour for example, weaving his course activities into his working day:

I generally go on to the OU website in my lunch, and I’ll have a look see there and do various things, and do the learning journal and you know, spend my lunch doing that.

The process the team used for FlashMeetings drew on the formality of meetings that he was familiar with from his work:

…something that I’m used to insomuch as we decided from Day 1 that we would have a chair, and a minute-taker, and that rotated throughout the group and that rotation is detailed on the wiki, and you know it’s run very much as a meeting would run. The chair sort of coordinates it and you press the buttons to speak and enter the queue. The minute-taker is picking up actions and he’s responsible for putting the minutes on and so it’s pretty standard sort of format really.

However he did identify one of the tools in FlashMeeting which, he felt, could prove unhelpful, which was the voting tool:

…it is a big chunk of time but I do still feel as though you need that formal element of it you know…The one aspect of Flash I was not too sure about was on there you’ve got a voting system. And I think you need to be very careful with that as a team. It can lead you astray into, and I actually wrote to the team and pointed this out to them, with a particular milestone in the project and the team reached a point where they needed to make a decision on which road to take and we actually used the voting system, which I didn’t think was the right way to use it…you’ve got to discuss it and you’ve got to make an informed decision, you know, discuss the benefits. You can’t just you know, have your own personal agenda and vote for your favourite. So we slipped into that trap a couple of times.

It was clear in his comments earlier in the course, that it was his work experience that gave him this insight into the implications for the team of FlashMeeting’s voting tool:

Essentially we’d try to come up with a design solution for this temporary accommodation and we all chipped in with design concepts…What happened was the team decided that we’d run a vote on those concepts to try and push through one of those for further development. I do want to maintain team shaping functional role and said to the guys, ‘is it right that we’re doing that?’ Within a work context we don’t use voting, we listen to stakeholders and we try and reach accommodations and I questioned how we were doing the project with respect to that.

This student had not had experience with a wiki before the course however, though he was aware of how the wiki could also be improved, drawing on his existing experience of good project management:

We put all the meetings on there, minutes, all of that…The actions embedded within the minutes so there’s no…action tracker whereby you put actions in minutes things tend to get lost instead of collating every action within one place, tracking those actions. We’ve not done that and I think that’s something we can improve on.

Having had the experience with the course wiki, he had set up a Windows tool called SharePoint at work, which he described as having better functionality than the wiki. SharePoint provides a list of all documents that have been uploaded and combines the functionality of the wiki and the eportfolio:
There’s two elements to it with the OU set up. There’s the wiki and there’s the MyStuff instead of it all being one…sometimes it was a bit…cumbersome shall I say.

However, this lack of the highest level of functionality in the tools did not prevent this student from seeing the relevance of what he was learning about the team process:

…my work does entail networking and teamwork and those aspects. But it was still  very interesting  because for me it was a focused sort of project and it was very interesting to see how certain individuals were more motivated than others. My perception was that individuals put more effort in than others…there were different types of people and different styles you know. ..we did about the Belbin roles and you could definitely see that…there’s more to team working than I had fully understood, yeah…it gave me a chance to sort of step back and say well, ah right, yeah I recognise one of those in more depth now. How you know, the different aspects of team working can influence the outcome…which will help me with the work context, you know.
Reflecting on the question of whether the course had affected the way he used technology, this student identified the way it had proved something for him about how collaboration can be achieved using ICT:

It’s opened my eyes a little bit more…as to what, you know, what you can actually do, and really that, you know, there are no real barriers to…doing something like this. Collaborative working, you know you can do it. The obvious obstacle is that you can get around them so…we could have improved the project but I think we had a really good go at it and certainly, the ICT helped us and we couldn’t have done it without that.

Although he said that this experience had not affected the way he used technology in his social life – he said he hadn’t used Skype for social reasons, or blogs and wikis – he was thinking about using either a blog or a wiki for his hobby of car restoration. 
Summary

A student with high level skills in ICT found the ICT tools used on his course enabled him to have an experience of team working that was effective in terms of achieving a project together, and giving him new insights into both how to use ICT and how the team process works. His team had used a mix of course-provided and other tools, having discovered the benefits of adding Skype to the tools provided by the course, and had also used email extensively. Each tool offered a particular functionality that proved necessary for the full range of communication aspects required for team working at a distance. A more experienced team member had encouraged them to use Skype and this proved essential for the more informal and one to one aspects of communication, where the spoken voice and listening was felt to be essential. The team process drove the content of the study process and also provided a means for the student to learn from peers with experience in different work/practice areas. His own work experience fed into the use of tools and he set up SharePoint at work instead of a wiki. The ICT tools were essential to achieving a project with a distributed group, and had also fostered reflection on the process and documentation of the team’s project outcomes.
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