JISC Learner Experience Phase 2

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

A student Case study

Denise (Social Work)
This case study summarises key points from interviews undertaken during 2008 with one student on the Open University course Foundations for Social 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.
The course is the first of three core courses in the Social Work degree. Students, currently working in the social work field, are sponsored by their employers and have an agreed day a week off for course study – they are usually studying at least one course in addition. The course is studied at a distance but with a high face to face element. There are 8 workshop sessions, seven of which are followed by online discussion. Suitability to practice is verified locally on the basis of 20 days practice experience (10 in Wales). Students are assessed via 5 tutor marked assignments, 3 computer marked assignments and an end of course assessment, all submitted electronically. ICT skills are given an estimated 22 hours study time, with activities integrated alongside social work content. Two-thirds of the European Computer Driving Licence content is covered by these activities. Information Literacy is also included. Assignments have a Part B where ICT skills are assessed and students must also achieve 40% in the ICT skills element of the end of course assessment, in order to pass the course.
Student background and identity

This student is in her early forties and works in adult social services as a support worker for clients with a disability. She works in a team of about nine and uses her PC daily, but ‘very very bog standard Word documents, Excel documents, email, internet’. At the start of the course she did expect to improve her ICT skills, which she saw as undeveloped:

I basically used the PC like a typewriter so there is lots of things I haven’t been bothered to learn, if you like.

She described how her work environment had not encouraged learning:

I am a support worker and as a support worker you have no training or study at all, and you are not required – you learn it on the job if you like. I am doing this course because I want to move – I want to progress to a social worker.

Although she did order things online, and felt her lack of broadband at home limited her use of the internet, she was not inclined to increase time spent on the computer:
For me the computer and the internet have to serve a purpose. I am kind of not interested and this is not just because I have got a completely mad life at the moment, but generally I don’t have much interest in spending hours on the computer at home. And when they recently said about Facebook and how much information they have got on you I sort of went oh actually I don’t like the sound of that.

ICT and learning effectiveness

This student’s perception of the learning effectiveness of the ICT elements in her course was obviously strongly influenced by her view that there was a marked imbalance between study time and benefit. She also criticised the way in which outcomes had to be achieved exactly as outlined in the OU course ICT and information literacy activities:

I think to be honest…it still falls into the bracket of we were being asked to jump through hoops, rather than it really helped me get the information I needed for a particular assignment…
Another factor also undermined the effectiveness of the ICT for this student. She did not have access to broadband at home until the end of the course, and she was also given an Apple McIntosh laptop by her employer, a machine which is not supported by the OU. This impacted particularly on her access to the forums on her course. All students are sent the FirstClass Client on a CDROM but this student had not managed to download it successfully. She also was hesitant about whether her authority would allow her to do so. As a result she had accessed FirstClass through the browser which has much less functionality than the Client.
It wasn’t very proficient and because we had to use the discussion forums it was the most hideous experience for me…So I suppose…is that a fault of OU? I suppose, I don’t know, I don’t know if that’s valid and I’m not here just to criticise but that was …the only way I felt I could use it.

Since students have to contribute to an online forum after each of seven face to face workshops, this element of the course was not an optional extra. Students also had to incorporate their work on the forums into assignments and this had obviously created added pressure for this student:

We had to take part in a discussion and then we had to use something from the discussion in our essay. So even going back to the messages was very difficult. So therefore I would just use a quote from the summary by the tutor because you’d been using it, going through the messages was really...you know what it’s like when you use something...it’s really smooth and easy and user friendly. Well this wasn’t, you know, and I can’t...be any more helpful than that.

She was keen to also say how much she had enjoyed the course in other ways however, and this is an important point since sometimes students who dislike a course can be negative about all aspects, simply because the course overall has not suited them:

I don’t feel I have to say that but you know, my concern it was that I really did enjoy the topics and the reflective learning so it was just the ICT stuff that that I really struggled with...It was that modern and up to date and you know the reading materials were good.

ICT and work/practice relationship

Students were asked whether the skills they had learned had impacted on their practice in any way. In her first interview early in the course she was much more forthcoming about the improvement to her skills which she obviously felt positive about – and had used at work:

I have definitely learned a lot of ...I would call them tips...So whilst I knew how to do tables before I’m definitely much more efficient...I can do more things with them...now I know that if I put the cursor at the end of the line and just press return that gives me a new line and I do actually use that a lot in my day to day work...that’s just one example, I could give you more. There haven’t been loads and loads but I have enjoyed what I have learnt.

But she returns to the study time pressures and also to not being able to afford broadband at home. She feels fortunate to live close to the Social Services Library in her county, where she has unlimited internet access and printing facilities. She can use this on her study day. But once home she did not study online. She feels that using online information and searching for material has been limited inevitably by this. Nevertheless she talks positively about using information literacy for work:

I think that the thing that I have used is searching for different subjects in journals and stuff like that, that I didn’t do before and that I do do now.

Interviewer: and that’s going to be worthwhile to know for work?

Definitely yeah.

And she also gives a measured view of the value of ICT skills for social workers, seeing these as essential in the modern world:

Interviewer: Did you think that ICT stuff is worthwhile though for you?

Yeah, you have heard me sort of struggle with the...yes on the whole it has been. It is half and half but on the whole I am glad that I have done it definitely...it is right that we need to be able to present facts a bit more smartly and so yes I do think it is worth it even if I am not using that sort of stuff in my day to day work now I think I will see the point of it or I will ...you know because you don’t use something because you don’t know how to do it.

However in her interview at the end of the course she said this: ‘I can’t say that I use them in my day to day work’. At first sight this seemed confusing, because she also said that she had improved her skills, but she clarified it to explain that her job had not changed to allow her to use any skill improvements:

I mean I use the internet at work and I knew how to use that before…it’s not a massive part of my job. So I can’t say I do loads and loads of research and I can’t say that if I do use spreadsheets and, you know, this course has taught me to feel more confident but…my job hasn’t suddenly changed…I genuinely mean these are very useful skills to have but I can’t say that I’ve used them in my job.

Towards the end of the course, all students have to complete a chart comparing their skills as they have developed during the course, by comparison with at the start. This student shared her ‘before and after’ chart, which showed big improvements in using spreadsheets, searching databases and working online. Her top two priorities for the future were to improve working online skills and searching/evaluating information. However her final interview focused on what she saw as an imbalance between the time required for ICT skills and the extent of the benefit. Her positive evaluation of improved skills was, she explained, in the context of the course rather than their application to work:

I must admit maybe I read the question wrong but I was thinking of it in terms of my course…But I can’t say that I use them in my day to day work.

So although this student presents a positive outcome in terms of improved skills, this does not give her a more positive outlook on the ICT elements in the course, because of the amount of time they have involved, and the lack of a significant impact on her job. She resented for example, the time it took to produce the charts showing her perception of the change in her skill levels over the duration of the course. She repeatedly expressed the view that the time effectiveness of the skills activities was the issue:

It was such a massive part of that course. Obviously we had to think as to why we were spending hours…on most things. ..I was not alone, pulled my hair out as to how many hours we spent on those activities. So obviously there was a point being made. Obviously it’s a darn nuisance we’re not going to get the European Computer Driving Licence. However, it’s not that I want a piece of paper, but…I’m trying to be really measured but to really put across how…it did seem rather disproportionate that the amount of hours…

It is clear to see the strength of feeling from this student. In exploring her experience she expressed the view that it was impossible to cut corners on the ICT activities – an approach she had to use generally in order to fit in the two courses she was studying concurrently. So her resentment arose from what she saw as an imbalance between the forced study process and the hours she had to spend on ICT by comparison with the time available for study of her two courses overall:

I found reading through the instructions…there didn’t seem a quick way. Which is good but…somewhere in the course it said that it would feel very top heavy with ICT and I was very distressed at the, for the last, I think it was ICT 21 [an activity]…that it took me six hours to do. And I just think that is a massive misjudgement on somebody’s behalf. Not that’s it’s a personal thing you know, but we were just juggling so much at that point and we plodded through the early part, thinking it was easier and then to find yourself starting something, which of course you don’t know how long it’s going to take..
Impact of the study context

This student was aware that the OU does not recommend doing more than one major course concurrently, but she felt constrained to do so. Her sponsoring employer wanted to see a qualification route within a time frame that required this:

I appreciate this is not OU’s problem but you know, the reality is that most of our employers want to get us through it very quickly and actually it’s not something that we can challenge them on because they’re reducing places all the time and I have to say that year two for me is three modules. So (laughing) we’ll see how that goes.

All of the extracts above have been taken from the final interview at the end of course study. Looking back to the interview she did earlier, three months into the course, she was more positive, but outlined the study situation then as very pressured:

I am very grateful that they [her employer] are paying for me to do this. What it means is that I have to do courses at the same time – which is really pushing it a bit. They give me one day’s study leave which again I am very grateful for but it is still a lot and I have got a letter from OU saying are you sure that you want to do two courses at the same time. 

Summary

A student with limited access to the Internet and relatively low ICT skills had experienced growing frustration with the ICT element in her course. By the end of the course her responses were more negative than those earlier in the course. It is well known that study pressures increase as a course progresses – if students are behind, there is more to catch up, and energy levels may be lower. Learner experience is also clearly impacted by the pressures that impinge on a student's time from their general context, not just the immediate experience of their course. This case study illustrates a rather negative trajectory for the student, even though she does complete ICT activities successfully and does feel that she improves her skills. Her negative feelings about the excessive time she feels that the skills required however, appear to undermine the value she gives to her improved skills. She is not negative about ICT in principle, but very negative about an approach that is both very detailed and compulsory, without the benefit of a qualification specific to ICT, such as the ECDL, on which the activities are based. Nevertheless, she does identify new skills and changed study practices as a result.
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