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Methodology Proposal to Ethics Committee – Project e4L
1.0 Background Information

The project focuses on electronic learning and primarily involves semi-structured interviews with approximately 30 students from a range of modules covering Higher Education (HE), Further Education (FE) and Adult and Community. The students will be over the age of 18, will normally be effective e-communicators and may have a range of disabilities including visual impairment, dyslexia or mobility issues. Students with mental disabilities who are unable to make informed choice will not be included in this work (see basic selection criteria, Appendix A). 

The researcher employed by e4L will be a member of The University of Northampton and will be covered by its terms and conditions. Students will be informed at all stages of the data being gathered and its potential application in the study. They will be informed that they are free to withdraw from the study at any time without providing reasons. However, opportunities to privately discuss their withdrawal if they choose to do so will be made available. 
The deliverables in this project may include student quotes, voice sound bytes and web based video. The students will be informed of the range and will be able to choose the level at which they are happy to have their input displayed or to opt out completely. 
Helen Beetham is working as a consultant with the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) (who are providing funding for the project) synthesis and Support Team to ensure consistency of approach with the phase 2 projects including e4L. She is checking the wording of each stage of all the projects and has already provided guidance which is included in these appendices as example paperwork.

2.0 Methodology stages
   2.1 Stage 1: Contact with Tutors and Explanation

2.1.1 Method
Face-to-face interviews will be arranged via telephone and email and conducted with tutors of the relevant modules. This will allow them to elaborate on their modules and the electronic learning tools they use. 

2.1.2 Ethics considerations

Tutors will be provided with an outline of the project, its context, relevance to them and the potential range of outputs. They will be informed that a range of students based on sampling will be needed and this will have no reflection on their module or teaching quality. They will be informed that they may leave at any point during the interview and that their comments will be recorded only with their agreement. Further contact may be required with the tutors at a later date depending on the student’s comments. This will be initially discussed with the tutors and permission obtained at a later date if necessary.

Refreshments will be made available for the tutors during the interviews and the location in which they are conducted will ensure that there are no access issues (e.g. for wheelchair users). Where the interview is held offsite, the researcher will be briefed on health and safety to enable a risk assessment to be conducted. This will ensure that they are not putting themselves at risk when conducting the interview. Furthermore, if the researcher is conducting off-site interviews they will maintain contact with a nominated colleague. This colleague will know the name, address and telephone contact of interviewee, the researcher’s mobile telephone number, time of interview and expected duration of visit. The researcher will inform the nominated colleague of their safety after the interview.
2.2 Stage 2:  Initial Contact with Students and Explanation

2.2.1 Method

With the tutor’s permission, the researcher will visit a class and give a brief talk on the project and ask if any students would be interested in participating. Students will be given the opportunity to ask any questions. The briefing sheet will be given again to anyone interested and consent form (see Appendix C) given and completed if students agree to participation. Information will also be given regarding selection process and information and access to the virtual learning environment (VLE) provided.

2.2.2 Ethical Considerations

They will be informed that a range of students based on sampling will be needed and they may be contacted to ascertain if they would be available to participate in the research. Participants will be informed by the researcher and on the Information Sheet that all not learners expressing interest in the project will be able to participate. They will be informed that their use of a questionnaire and a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) will help to select participants. They will also be informed that if they are not selected it is in no way a bad reflection upon them. What they will not be told is the type of participant that will be selected as this may have an effect on the results obtained.

There will be an incentive to participate in the study to cover their costs of time and inconvenience in the form of an mp3 player/recorder which will also be used for them to record relevant sound bytes on. The students will also be provided with a contact name and telephone number they can contact if at any time they do not wish to be involved in the research.
2.3 Stage 3: Virtual Learning Environment


2.3.1 Method

Possible participants will be asked to go to a virtual learning environment (VLE). They will leave feedback on their experiences with it and fill in a questionnaire. This will allow the project to select participants for the study. This VLE will be maintained for the duration of the project to allow participants to leave comments regarding their e-learning experiences and discuss e-learning topics with other participants.



2.3.2 Ethical considerations

Participants will be informed that due to sampling restrictions, not all students will continue to later stages and that any information gathered from those not taken to the next stage will be destroyed. They will be informed that the use of the VLE is to help inform the researcher and project manager of their demographics, experiences and skills with e-learning to help us select participants. 

The participants will be informed that the VLE will be available and updated throughout the project so they can not only use it as another means of contacting the project team but it will contain information about the project that is available to them 24/7 including updates. The VLE will be monitored, moderated and updated by the researcher and will have rules of conduct including no bad language or derogatory comments about other participants.

2.4 Stage 4: Focus groups

The project intends to use focus groups as a method for data collection:

2.4.1 Method

Focus groups will be conducted with students selected from the criteria. The students will be asked to participate in focus groups by the researcher at the initial contact and those interested will be emailed. The focus will be mediated by the researcher. 
2.4.2 Ethics considerations

Students will be informed that they may leave at any point during the interview and that their comments will be recorded by video with their agreement. They will be informed that video clips may be used as part of the e4L study and as part of the dissemination. Students will be asked not to make any disparaging remarks about the other respondents or use bad language. To mediate against violations of privacy, the students will be asked to respect the privacy of the other members of the focus group by not disclosing any personal information they may share as part of the discussion. They will be informed that they will be given pseudonyms to protect their privacy.

Students will be informed that not participating in a focus group will not affect their participation in the study and that we would like them to continue with the interviews and questionnaires. To allow for people who may have trouble attending a focus group for whatever reason, a selection of possible dates and times will be offered. 

Refreshments will be made available for the students during the interview and the location in which they are conducted will ensure that there are no access issues (e.g. for wheelchair users). Where the interview is held offsite, the researcher will be briefed on health and safety to enable a risk assessment to be conducted. This will ensure that they are not putting themselves at risk when conducting the interview. 

      2.5 Stage 5: Detailed Interview

2.5.1 Method

Students will be given the background to the project and then asked to confirm their agreements from their consent forms previously signed in Stage 2. Those that have not for any reason signed the consent form will be asked to do so. 
The researcher will subsequently use a semi-structured interviewing process in conjunction with any artefacts about the module (e.g. statistics of engagement) to ascertain the learners experience of e-learning on their module and outside of the course. The researcher will be made aware not to ask any unnecessary questions. Following the interviews, the students will be provided with an mp3 player / voice recorder and instructions on how to use the device. They will be told that the unit is theirs to keep at the end of the study but that they should keep small voice recordings relevant to their experiences. These recordings (with the agreement of the student) will be transferred to the researcher at approximately Stage 5. The ability for them to leave feedback and comments on a voice mail will also be available. Approximately 30 interviews will be conducted.

2.4.2 Ethics Considerations

Students will be informed that they may leave at any point during the interview and that their comments will be recorded by video with their agreement. They will be informed that video clips may be used as part of the e4L study and as part of the dissemination. On both the information sheet and consent form will be information regarding the use of video recording for the interviews and what will happen to the footage. This will also be explained by the researcher. Levels of permission are available to participants and they can refuse to be videoed if they wish and this will not affect their continuation in the project. The use of video is important to the project as it will be used to create interactive case studies. These case studies will be a series of clips from the videoed interviews and their content will depend on what the interviewee has said. The interactive part is the ability for people to leave comments about the case studies but they cannot tamper with or alter the videos. These interactive case studies are an integral part of the project as they highlight key areas and themes that are important to the learners’ voice and will facilitate discussion both with academics and practitioners. If they wish, students can see what video footage we would like to put into a case study and can agree or deny the use of.

Refreshments will be made available for the students during the interview and the location in which they are conducted will ensure that there are no access issues (e.g. for wheelchair users). Where the interview is held offsite, the researcher will be briefed on health and safety to enable a risk assessment to be conducted. This will ensure that they are not putting themselves at risk when conducting the interview. 

The use of voicemail will be an optional method that they can choose to use, they do not have to. They will be able to leave their name along with the message but it will only be heard and recorded by the researcher who will change their name to their pseudonym. They can also leave a message without using their name to ensure confidentiality of wished. 
   2.6 Stage 6: Follow-up questionnaire and voice recordings

2.6.1 Method

Previous work in this area has identified that a follow-up questionnaire is useful to clarify issues not originally raised in the interview. This would consist of a number of questions which may be sent to the student with a follow-up email for those not responding. A key feature of this questionnaire will be to look for the possibility of a further engagement during the following academic year (FE and HE students only unless the ACL student is engaging on another relevant module).
A time will be arranged for the student to meet with the researcher to transfer recordings from the voice recorder.

2.6.2 Ethics Considerations

Students will be reminded of the use of the recordings, how these will be incorporated into the project and what their dissemination will be. They will have the opportunity to agree or refuse permission to those being used.

   2.7 Stage 7: Final Interview

2.7.1 Method

This would be conducted in a similar way to Stage 4 with an emphasis on the student transition from the previous year’s experience. It will consist of a follow-up semi-structured interview in which the students can expand on their experiences and their transitional period in relation to the e-learning technology.
2.7.2 Ethics Considerations

Students will be informed that they may leave at any point during the interview and that their comments will be recorded by video with their agreement. They will be informed that video clips may be used as part of the e4L study and as part of the dissemination. 

Refreshments will be made available for the students during the interview and the location in which they are conducted will ensure that there are no access issues (e.g. for wheelchair users). Where the interview is held offsite, the researcher will be briefed on health and safety to enable a risk assessment to be conducted. This will ensure that they are not putting themselves at risk when conducting the interview. 
Appendix A

Basic selection criteria

The students will be selected on a criterion that is basically provided below and will be subject to only minor changes from the Project Manager and researcher.

· Their level of effective e-communication: e.g. a student who is used to using Web 2.0 technologies such as email, blogs and wikis.

· Students who may go through a transitional period, e.g. from college to university.

· Students who are above the age of 18.

· Students with mental disabilities who are unable to make informed choices will not be included.

· Students who are disabled would be included.

· International students or students whose first language is not English would be included.

· Students from minority groups would be included.

Appendix B

Information for participants – key items for consideration on the briefing sheet (Provided by Helen Beetham and modified)
Who are e4L?

Explain briefly who you are, e.g. which institution(s), department(s) or service(s) you are affiliated to and who is funding he project, so that learners can be reassured that you have the necessary authority and credibility. 
What is e4L about?
Explain your aims, making sure that you use ideas and language that are relevant to learners’ interests. You could give a brief, neutral account of the technology or intervention that you are evaluating (for example: what it does, who is using it, when it was adopted). But make sure you don’t say anything that could influence learners (for example: why it was chosen, how successful it has been elsewhere, etc).

Why am I being asked to get involved?
Explain how learners have been selected to take part (if appropriate), or just that you are looking for a representative group of learners to give their point of view.  

What will I have to do?
Explain exactly what will be required of participants, including when and where they will have to attend (if relevant) and how much time you expect their participation to take.  If you will be using audio or video recording and transcription, tell them about this. If you will be asking learners to contribute to e.g. an audio log, diary, blog or online discussion forum, make sure you include detailed information on how to access and use the relevant software, possibly as a separate hand-out.

How will my views be taken into account?
Explain what will happen with the findings of the study, for example that changes might be made to improve the experience of other learners in the future. 
What will happen to my details?

Students will be informed of what personal data will be stored if they participate and are chosen for the research. They will be told of how and where this information is stored, what the security arrangements are, who has access to the data, the level of anonymity and how this data will be used in future publications. They will be informed that for those are not selected their personal data will be destroyed. 

Consent?

Students will be informed of the level of consent they can give, whether it is for video and/or audio for publication, audio for transcription purposes only or note taking only. Explanations will be given as to confidentiality, e.g. changing their name if they consent to video footage, use of pseudonyms to replace actual names. They will be informed of how the results may be disseminated including a final report, journal and conference articles and web site publication.

What about…?

Anticipate any objections, concerns or misapprehensions that learners might have. For example, they may think that their competence is being assessed, or that tutors will find out what they think. Use this opportunity to reinforce the fact that they are doing the evaluating. Reassure them that nothing they say will have any bearing on their studies, and that nobody except the research team will know what they have said.

If there are any incentives for learners to take part, make sure you mention them prominently.

Be sure to end with a warm invitation to take part in the study, and thanks for participants’ time.

Appendix C (Provided by Helen Beetham and modified)

Consent statement

I have read and understood the Information Sheet concerning e4L.

Gemma Towle has answered any questions I wanted to ask about the project.

1. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason.


2. I understand that the researchers will remove any information that could identify me from the answers I give to their questions unless I have agreed to video / audio promotion.


3. I understand that within the limits of the law the researchers will not give any personal information about me to anyone else. 


4. I understand that my identification details will be kept separate from my answers to the questions, and that my records will be made anonymous after the project is completed unless I have agreed to video / audio promotion. 


5. I understand that reports and publications may be written about this research, and that part of what I say may be quoted with a pseudonym, but that nothing identifying me will ever be made public unless I have agreed to video / audio promotion. In which case I will be given a pseudonym. 


6. I understand that the answers I give may be shared with a small number of other research studies working alongside this study, but that my personal details will not be shared unless I have agreed to video / audio promotion. 

Permission Rules


Please circle the relevant statements.


Video -      







Audio -    




Notes - 

I give permission for my views to be recorded and to be used in publications from the research study based on the levels of permission I have agreed to and I understand that they will not be used for any other purpose. I have read all of the above points; I understand them and would like to take part in the research the research.

Signed

Name

Date

Appendix D

Learner profile (Provided by Helen Beetham and modified)

	Personal information

	Name:

	Contact email:

	Reference number:
	Age:

	Gender: Male | Female
	First language: English | Other (please state) 

	Educational status (tick one): In full time education | In part time education | FE / HE or ACL

	

	Main programme of study (tick one): 
ACL | NVQ | Foundation | Undergraduate year 1 |  Undergraduate year 2 | 
Undergraduate year 3 | Postgraduate | Other (please state)

	Main place of study (tick one): 
Home/student residence | Home/residence using a computer connected to the Internet | Workplace | College/university/learning centre | Other (please state)

	Any access-to-learning issues (tick all that apply): 
Visual Disabilities | Auditory Disabilities | Learning Difficulties | Mobility and Motor Disabilities | Language and Communication Issues | Mental health issues | Medical Issues | Other issues (please state)


	Information about your technology use

	I have access to a networked computer (tick all that apply): 

At home/student residence | At work | At university/college/learning centre | Other location (please state)

	I normally use a computer (tick one): 

Every day | A few times a week | Occasionally | Rarely/never

	I normally access email and/or the internet (tick one): 

Every day | A few times a week | Occasionally | Rarely/never

	When I use a computer, I customise it to suit my personal preferences e.g. background colours, icon sizes, mouse buttons, menu items, size of print on screen: yes | no
If yes, please briefly list the changes you most often make:

	I own and use the following (tick all that apply):

· mobile phone

· iPod or mp3 player

· laptop

· digital camera

· digital video camera

· webcam

· palmtop or personal digital assistant (PDA)

· account on ebay

· account on social space (e.g. flickr, MyWorld, Bebo)

· own blog or web site

	I find it easy to access use my own personal technologies at my place of learning, e.g mobile phone, mp3 player, PDA.         yes | no

If no, please briefly describe any difficulties you have encountered.


Appendix E

Sharing of information with Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC)

The project is part of a series of projects funded by JISC. They want to get an overall view of the participants of all the studies and as such have included a learners profile including the information they would like to know about the students and to ensure we include a representative sample including:

· Age

· Gender

· First Language

· Education status (E.g. full time education, part time education)

· Main program of study

· Main place of study

· Any access to learning issues

· Where they have access to a networked computer

· How often they use a computer

· How often they access email

· Whether they customise their personal preferences on a computer and what these might be.

These questions we would naturally include as part of the project anyway due to the nature of the information we wish to gather. Participants will be informed that this information including generic demographical information will be shared with JISC to help ensure a representative sample and will be reassured that any information identifying them such as name will not be divulged.



Only for transcription purposes and use of quotes.








Only for transcription purposes and the use of sound bytes








For transcription purposes, the use of sound bytes and the use of the video





I agree to the use of video equipment





I do not agree to the use of video equipment





I agree to the use of audio equipment





I do not agree to the use of audio equipment








Only for transcription purposes and the use of quotes.








For both transcription purposes and the use of sound bytes





OR





OR





OR





I agree to notes being taken 





I do not agree to notes being taken 
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