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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 the 30 to 35-age band and works for a large private sector company as a software engineer. He described himself as a software team leader and is studying for the Masters in Engineering. ‘It’s for career development.’ The company supports his studies:

..they are paying course fees and given me time off for examinations…For all the years I’ve been doing OU I’ve always been subsidised by my place of work. I keep the courses very relevant to the work that I’m doing.
 He uses a laptop at work and is registered with FaceBook, but doesn’t use it much. He uses Skype and Microsoft Communicator for working at home and studies for about ten hours a week . He started the OU in 1996 and has an OU engineering degree. He is studying to catch up to others in his field, though not necessarily for progression at the moment. The project is central to this course, and this student had chosen the innovative roller coaster, where the ride had to be thrilling in some way and this could be achieved through the use of materials or by some dynamic property of the ride. 

ICT and Learning effectiveness

As a team leader he saw the course focus on team collaboration as directly relevant to his work. He described how the team had developed very strongly over the course of the year:

…it’s been interesting to watch the team evolve really…from where we started off at a residential weekend as a bunch of strangers and by the end of we’d formed quite a good team and quite effective and quite trusting in each others work as well. For me that was the most interesting thing really to watch how it’s evolved over the course of the year.

This student was very enthusiastic about the ICT embedded in the course:
It just made the team work possible…without the ICT element I can’t imagine it achieving the same thing, we’d have had to either be co-located so that we could meet up at regular intervals or use teleconferencing which erm just isn’t as good, you just don’t get that interaction. So I think really it made the course possible as opposed to impractical really…

Interviewer: Do you think there is anything that you’ve learnt on being in a team that you wouldn’t have learnt in your work life?
Erm, yeah, I suppose my worry was initially that they’d sort of you know do five individual projects and try and stick them together but the way it’s turned out, I mean looking at some of the things that other people have done, you know, I certainly wouldn’t have made a good a job of health and safety sort of er documentation that (one student) has done and then you know (another student has) done some great analysis on different things and probably, they probably wouldn’t have done as much with simulation and computers as I’ve done.  So I think actually together we’ve, you know, done better quality certainly more diverse, better quality over diverse areas than we would have done individually.  So yeah, I think the collaboration has worked.

FlashMeeting

Collaborative working at the level implemented by this course obviously imposes restrictions on the students’ time, given the commitment to meet up online every week.

We had a regular time slot, we had a regular meeting time on Sunday at 8 o’clock for pretty much the duration of the course. It was quite a commitment because it meant if you were doing anything at the weekend you didn’t really want to miss the meeting, if you miss the meetings then you missed out on what was happening. There was a very good attendance rate and there was only a handful of times when people didn’t make it so they’d tend to watch the replay of it to find out what happened - another good reason for having the replay function. Erm yeah it was a clash with Top Gear on a Sunday night, which was very badly organised. (laughs)
We draw up an agenda for it and we all take different roles for the chair, and taking minutes.  But the unusual thing about it is you …can’t all talk at the same time…one person’s talking and one person, you know, join a queue to talk. So it’s not like a discussion you would have in a room because you can’t sort of interrupt, you don’t get the sort of back and forth dialogue.  It can, you know, if you’re not careful, it tends to end up in sort of a collection of mini speeches about different subjects… 
Yeah, we’ve got an aspiration to have our meeting in under an hour and we’ve never managed it yet.  They generally go on for nearly 2 hours each time.  But that’s probably more from not working from the agenda more than anything.  There’s always something to talk about on the project.
However by the final interview his view of Flashmeeting is still very positive. ‘Just having the meeting really enabled it. I can’t imagine doing it without to be honest.’ It is clear that the tool was not merely a channel for communication but a key to the development of a team where trust could build up and motivation develop. Flashmeeting had proved a versatile tool in facilitating this team spirit, in that it provides not only visual shots of each participant, but two channels of communication working in parallel. The text chat option was described as providing a much needed additional channel, given the slow turn taking in FlashMeeting, and an opportunity not only to push more into the meeting, but to introduce an element of humour:

…It was quite good actually because it compensated for…one person talks at a time…it’s hard to have a debate on it. In chat function you could comment on what people were saying so yeah we always ended up with a chat log at the end of the meeting and also it helped a lot with the humour as well… So quite often if someone is talking people can comment to say if they if they agree or disagree, so you don’t have to wait for a turn to speak…. Potentially the chat disappears off in one direction and the talking goes off in another. But that is quite useful actually.  Generally at the end of the meeting we’re left with a whole load of chat messages on top of the actual conversation that’s going on.
By the end of the course, the sense of commitment to the group had obviously impacted on how each of its members felt:

It was an awful lot of work, a very hard course. It took an awful lot of time but it was quite strange towards the end at the last Flashmeeting – it was almost quite sad…

When pressed to select elements that contributed to this, the student commented on the ability to see people’s faces and reaction, and the ability to review each meeting, even linking to key contributions in the process of a particular meeting:

…being able to see people was brilliant cause you can see their expressions. I mean especially when people are talking, seeing thumbnail images of people…it was good to see people as you can’t very often. It was good to go and see peoples’ expressions and emotions and also the recordings were useful for the assignments because there were group assignments and in the individual assignments they wanted justifications and examples of plans that you were making so you know I used a lot of links to FlashMeetings so the tutor could…sort of see examples…you could link to particular meeting and then just put in a time stamp at what point in the meeting I was talking about.

This was obviously a crucial feature enabling students to be extremely explicit about how group processes were influenced and developed. Reflection on the team process and the course generally was a key learning outcome and again, would have been much less telling without this software:

…it is cool actually because when you come to do the bit on reflect on the course and the different things you use, so all that actually takes quite a bit of time – you can go back and look at things you’ve worked on and justify the things you’ve worked on.

The fact that meetings are recorded and can be replayed is obviously a great benefit. He described how he used the recording function to catch up when he was late for a meeting:
I like the fact it’s recorded and you can go back and…preview the meeting.  Cause I was late for one of them, got stuck coming home from work and then I went back and watched probably about 45 minutes of the team meeting before I actually joined.  It was fascinating to actually sit back and watch it rather than play a part.  
The Wiki
The Wiki was used to produce the final collaborative document of the roller coaster project. Inspite of some reluctance to edit other’s work, he felt the wiki worked well:
To be honest I was skeptical about using it for the first TMA but that actually worked out quite well.  I can’t imagine how something that five different people are going to work on simultaneously, how any other sort of technology could do it.  I mean elearning and Word documents and things are just incredibly inefficient. The only difficulty we have is we still divide it up into sections and we’re not really sort of working on each others text.  If someone put a few paragraphs in you don’t tend to go in and change them, cause  the etiquette of changing what someone else has written.  For the first TMA we had an editor who went through and tidied up the text and brought it into a whole and it actually worked very well. 
By the final interview the group had become used to working together and the initial barrier of not wanting to edit other’s work seems to have been overcome. Trust had developed sufficiently for editing not to cause offence.
…It was interesting to see how the group changed as we started off working on our own bits but towards the end we were much more of a team and were editing as we did our final project report on the Wiki until it was almost complete and then we moved it over to word documents for final editing and … people were really getting stuck in towards the end and it worked really well... I don’t know whether it was just a team of old or we gained peoples trust, they knew people wouldn’t be offended…I think you’re always worried to begin with you’re going to change something and someone’s going to be upset and change it back but no it worked well for us.

The wiki though was not used in the preparation of the final product, instead Microsoft Word was used. First, while the wiki will allow images to be stored, uploading them can cause problems as they have to be in the correct format. Second, the wiki has very limited formatting, such as fonts and pagination; transferring the document to the familiar Word product gets around both of these issues. In interviewing other students on this course, a number of them expressed alarm about wiki pages going missing if they renamed them. At the time this was thought to be a serious failing of the software. However, as this student suggests the problem is really only one of lack of experience and knowledge about the wiki application
Interviewer: one of the problems someone said to me was if you change the name of the page the page is gone

No it hasn’t gone, once a page has been created and you put some stuff on it it’s always there and there’s a button you can press to find the other linked pages, so even if there’s no actually link to a page it still exists and you can still go and get it and reference it again on the other page and it reappears as being linked again. Which was quite nice, so even when we were editing people’s work you could always go back and see the history page as well so er so there was no chance except a server crash but there was no chance of loosing anything even if someone edited and deleted your text, it was still there back in the history.

Forums & learning journal

The students are also provided with the OU’s FirstClass software that allows communication not just between the group members, but also with other groups on the course. Traditionally, FirstClass was the way students communicated at the course level. However, FirstClass was not used at all, having been superseded by the other tools and also possibly because the projects focus the groups in a way that does not require inter-group discussion.

Interviewer: The other thing that obviously you get with OU courses is a course forum.  is everybody using it?  Or did FlashMeetings just kill it dead?

Student: Yeah I think it probably has.  I don’t really look at the forum whereas on previous courses I’d quite frequently go into the forums, especially when I was struggling with the TMA cause someone has generally posted something about the problem.  I think because on previous courses it was very individual that was a great way to communicate with other students but because we are in constant communication as a team (---) but I have no idea what the other team is doing…and because the tutor occasionally joins in with the FlashMeetings as well.
Regarding the MyStuff learning journal, this seems to be used to share images and text amongst the students, but its actual function is a little blurred for some. This student did not recall it being described as a learning journal, but was using it in this function, keeping notes for reflective writing.
…So I’ve got a progress log where I just keep track of what I’ve been doing and what I’ve been working on and then any reflection on the team meetings, I tend to make an entry on my personal journal after each meeting.  So hopefully when it comes to TMAs I’ve got something to look back on for you know supporting evidence for the TMA reflection stuff.

Both the Wiki and FlashMeeting brought the five students in the team together and produced far more than five individual contributions knitted together at the end. Both the wiki and Flashmeeting have helped the reflective purpose, which they did not find easy:  

The collaboration it helped immensely really, the Wiki being collaborative and everyone could read it, we had a notice board that tended to be the first thing you went and checked to see if anyone had posted any progress reports or add any comments to it and so for the collaboration and team working it was good. The reflection we struggled to begin with, the reflection…We did have a page on the Wiki for reflection and we also had reflection at the end of the Flash meetings as well just to find out how people were feeling but er ..I don’t know whether its blokes or something.. hahah its quite painful getting people to comment on reflecting back on the course. Toward the end it got a lot easier, people were being quite honest and open about how they thought it had gone.

Personal ICT choices and Novel use of ICT

The student talks about a novel piece of software they used to help design and present their roller coaster. The software was not provided by the course team and was found by searching the net. This software is called No Limits roller coaster simulation and is a freely available. http://www.nolimitscoaster.com/ 
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The simulator allows you to ‘ride’ existing roller coaters and design your own track and scenery and manipulate a number of variables such as speed and deceleration. Once the track is designed it can be run as a simulation and gives the impression of riding the roller coaster, with advanced realistic graphics and sound. This student and his team used this simulation to present their project for the final marked assessment.
It’s sort of a computer aided design package but specifically for rollercoaster and we contacted two or three of them and this was the best one. It means you could create any style and design of roller coaster that you want and actually visualise it and measure the G-forces. This is an off the shelf package from a company in Germany it’s only about 30 dollars…you edit it in a sort of 3D package type thing but then you could run it in the simulator and take it at different view points. You’d actually ride on the ride. Because we had a presentation to do at the residential weekend, I had a sort of 3 minute video I’d done of how the rollercoaster was designed and it when really well. It’s called No Limits from a company in Germany…
MSN, WebEx and SkyDrive

As good as FlashMeeting was for the scheduled meeting this highly ICT literate group did look at other ways of communicating that were not specified by the course. MSN Messenger was used and both Skydrive and WebEx were seen as slicker tools though not ones that could be used given the need for all to have access:
.. I would log into messenger and if anyone else on the course was on line then you know you could just ask questions. It was more sort of just informal chit chat rather than an organised meeting…we did experiment with replacing Mystuff with....Skydrive I think it is [a file sharing facility with controlled access]… It was very good, very slick , very fast but we had to get it approved … we had to get tutor access to it as well and one of the guys on our course …he was a bit apprehensive about signing up for you know Messenger, Skydrive and things like that so we used it for a little bit but then back to Mystuff just because we knew everyone had access to it. 

ICT and work/practice relationship
This student’s work experience meant that he was eager to use any new technology supplied by the course and keen to see uses for the wiki beyond the course.

I think you do bring some of the work to the course because I mean erm .. being a software engineer you do use computers a lot so I was quite happy to…help out some of the guys on the team  … when they said we’re using a Wiki I said oh fantastic. I’ve used Wikipedia but never edited to Wikipedia. I was sort of aware of Wikis but never really been involved using one so it was  .. it was quite interesting and a lot easier than I expected actually, very easy, I can see me using them for other things actually. 

One of these uses for the Wiki was to create a knowledge base at work and he particularly appreciated how easy the wiki was to reorganise and to keep a history of any changes made. 

Basically this knowledge base thing we’re thinking about doing at work, it just makes a nice central repository of keeping information and it’s easy to organise it, you know for different people to edit it. It keeps a nice history of what’s changed as well; I was quite impressed with the wiki concept to be honest. .. it was surprisingly easy and we had a couple of revamps of our group wiki …it was very easy to reorganise it, the structure, the hierarchy of the pages so we did that a couple of times throughout the project.

He suggested that a combination of the wiki and some sort of video conferencing would work well when they communicate with the international branches of the company he works for. 
 I’ve always been into computers and the internet and that sort of thing, I’ve always been pretty much up with technology but I certainly hadn’t used the wiki editing before , I hadn’t used videoconferencing for any real extent, I’d used messenger in chat but never used the webcams so it has in those sorts of respects advanced my experience of these things I suppose... We’ve got an office in India that we do a lot of work with and video conference would be very useful with them. We use teleconference but it’s not very good. Yeah (you) miss the expressions so much of communication is unspoken….

Summary

This student is a software engineer and he was enthusiastic to try out technologies new to him such as the wiki and video conferencing (FlashMeeting) and he has decided to take this type of technology into his workplace now he has seen its advantages. He has explored and used novel technologies not supplied by the course, the roller coaster simulation in particular adding to the team project significantly. The course ICT has provided an environment in which a group of disparate individuals can develop trust and awareness of each other’s abilities, forming a real team working collaboratively. Reflection on the team process has been greatly facilitated by the replay facilities of Flashmeeting and by the high level of interest generated by the team interaction, supported by the wiki. ICT has enabled a worthwhile learning experience that has allowed the prescribed learning outcomes to be achieved.
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