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

A student Case study

BRENDA (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 late thirties and works as a Social Work Assistant in the context of court work. She does not currently have a case load as part of her regular duties. Her employer, the local council, is sponsoring her to take the Social Work degree and her motivation is to become qualified as a social worker. She says that she is not an experienced ICT user and characterises her ICT skills at the start as follows:

‘…even though I am computer literate I don’t know an awful lot about PowerPoint and things like that, and Excel…I can fill in a spreadsheet if someone has made one up but I wouldn’t be able to make one up myself, so I think there is a lot I can learn that will be helpful.’
ICT and learning effectiveness
The process of studying the ICT skills sections of the course required following exactly a very detailed set of procedures. This seems to have prompted the student to adapt the order in which she studied the course so that her study of the social work content was not interrupted by the study skills units and equally, so that she could give uninterrupted concentration to the detailed step by step process of working through the study skills sections:
…next year it will be the same. I’ll study the ICT stuff separately, I won’t do it in the same order as in the course. I’ll probably go through and pick out the ICT stuff and do that first and then do the rest of it. ‘Cause I find chopping and changing between it just doesn’t work for me…I like to be organised. Chopping and changing between doing the social work side and then the ICT, I’m backwards and forwards throughout the day - just doesn’t make sense to me.

Later in the same interview she related this approach to the way she worked generally, which she described in relation to how she completed case notes:
I will always you know, I’ll prioritise things. I’ll make lists and I’ll try and do similar type tasks together…group together similar types of tasks and get those all done and out the way. ..I don’t know whether it’s been influenced by the type of work that I’ve done or, you know, I always used to when I did have case loads. I’d do all my case notes, sort of take the morning and just write up all my case notes, the different clients I’d seen…the previous day rather than doing one person and then going to do something else, then going back and doing another person…I suppose it’s the way my brain works. Concentrate on one type of thing and then move on …chopping and changing between things all the time, I don’t find it as effective and I don’t get as much done.
This course also required students to use forums for discussion of social work issues but the process of asynchronous interaction was not one that she appreciated:

I know the forums are sort of there to be…the sort of debating you’d get in a redbrick university…so they’re there to do that but they just don’t have the spontaneity of a debate. And you just lose focus. You might be waiting two days for somebody to respond where, you know, you just…you’ve moved on from there. You’ve lost the point of what you were saying and there isn’t that focus for debate really. It’s OK for sort of asking the questions and you get a reply back but if you actually want to spark off a debate it doesn’t really work because you just don’t have that spontaneity.

The final assignment on the course requires students to use comments from their peers on the forum and this proved frustrating because 
…some people put on their stuff straightaway and other people you were waiting for a couple of weeks before they posted anything. And that’s impacting on your ability to get your assessment in on time…we just wanted to get it out of the way so we could concentrate on revising for the other exam that we had coming up.
This resentment of reduced flexibility arising from building in collaborative work to assessment is a familiar one. It is a real challenge for the use of ICT where the benefits of students working together clash with the competing demands on students’ time which potentially undermine the perceived value of such activities – as in this case. Stress is a word that this student chose to use here:
It intensified the stress where it’s a time when you want to try and reduce the stress. And I completely understand that it’s an appropriate thing to do, to compare things, compare graphs and things, but maybe at that part of the course it’s maybe not the best time.

ICT activities were also vulnerable to the different versions of software. In this case the student’s home machine had a different version of the PDF reader on it from that used in the course activities on information literacy:
So then I took it to work as we have the same version as detailed in the IT literature so at work I could follow the activity to the letter.

She was quite clear however that searching for information was essential and she relied on Google still:

I could not live without Google, and there is something about finding information out for yourself as well.

One aspect that had not been positive for this student even from the early stages of the course, was the placement of the ICT activities. She felt that they should have come earlier in the course:

I think the activities and the focus are fine, it’s just the way they are placed. Maybe do more of the ICT at the beginning maybe, before you start the rest of the course work.

ICT and work/practice relationship

In her first interview at the start of the module, she identified personal benefits from ICT skills work in terms of both in work and out of work activity, as when she responded to the interviewer’s question: ‘so generally, how important is ICT to you?’

It’s probably more important now than it used to be…before doing the course I didn’t really order stuff online but now I tend to use it more. I don’t know whether that’s because I’m using the computer more in the course and I think, while I am online after I check the OU discussion site, I just …check and order whatever, without going to the shops. I don’t know whether it’s just because I am online more often this year.

Interviewer: Do you see it as an important part of social work?

 Oh yes it is worth keeping up to date with what is going on…I subscribe to the Scottish government website, and the mental health website and community care and…get all the updates.

The ICT skills activities in the course included practices that this student could already achieve a different way and her interview early in the course showed that this knowledge of several routes was not necessarily a positive outcome; her confidence had gone down.

Interviewer: Is the course having any impact on your confidence in using ICT to work? 

Student: Yes, it’s gone down…I am questioning myself a lot more now…I knew a certain way to do something and that was it and I would do it. And now because the course has taught me a different way to do something I am now questioning myself more. I think it will get easier when I…assimilate all the information but at the minute I am thinking what is the way to do this and I can’t remember.

By the end of the module however, her response combines more criticism with awareness that her confidence has increased. ICT skills sessions are integrated with the social work module units and she said from the beginning that this was more a hindrance than a help. 

To be honest I felt it was a bit of a waste of time.  Cause if you already know how to do something one way, it shouldn’t matter which way you learn how to do it as long as you can do it…So, I mean, time is precious, you know.  Working and studying at the same time and to have to learn to do something again a whole different way just seems like time wasted to me.  If you can do it, you can do it and it should be, you know, it should be acknowledged that there are different ways of doing it and then when you come to doing the test there should be maybe different …  I don’t know how they could do it …

This student had also resented having to work through extremely detailed and time consuming(for her) explanations of procedures in Word or file management, but appreciated the same level of detail where she was absolutely new to the procedure:

Yes I mean some of the more difficult stuff and things I hadn’t done before, it’s been really good to sort of have the step by step procedures to work though…like the spreadsheets. Whereas before I just sort of used them for putting data on, I didn’t know how to get them to add up and to make the graphs.

This presents a difficult challenge therefore for the designer of ICT skills sessions that are compulsory. The detail that suits a complete beginner, can put off the learner who can already achieve the outcome. Although she says initially, looking back on the course, that she isn’t using ICT at work any more now than previously, this student did report in her final interview that she has been asked to do a presentation at work about a conference she went to. She intends to do this using Powerpoint – which she has not yet learned on her course, but where she feels confident enough to teach herself:

I have been asked to do a presentation next month. So I’m going to have to try and get to grips with PowerPoint. So I think I’ve got more confidence actually to have a go at doing that without sort of asking for help first. ..I’m hoping with the skills that I’ve learnt this year I’ll be able to work it out and be able to know sort of where to go in the help menus and that to be able to find out….

She also reported another application that had improved the communication of information to colleagues – the visual presentation of data via spreadsheets:

…whereas before I just sort of used them for putting data on, I didn’t know how to get them to add up and make the graphs…I can see how…we do take statistics at work and it would be quite good if we are having to present the information to something like that to be able to do a graph rather than say ‘so here’s a list of the figures’…to actually do a graph so pictorial representation is so much easier for somebody to grasp where we’re going with something

With regard to information literacy, which has an important role in the ICT skills on her course, this student also said her confidence had increased but that it was an area where she was aware she needed to improve her skills of searching. Again her work context currently did not create a demand for that but she could see the potential:

I’m a lot more confident using those sort of systems, but not for actually searching for information that would help me work with individual clients about maybe about alcohol, drugs, something like that. So that’s something that I’ll probably be using more next year.

Personalisation and unpredictable uses of ICT

This student kept in touch with her colleagues who were also students on the course using her work email system rather than that of the course – although she did use that as well and praised the forums for their support benefits:

It helps combat feelings of isolation…when you were struggling with something that there was somebody there. You could post a message on the forum and say ‘has anybody else got this? Can you explain to me in a different way? Or whatever…So it was good to have that as a safety net almost.

However she returned to her earlier point about spontaneity and her preference again for the immediacy of email contact – if somebody is away there is an ‘out of office’ message whereas you have to keep checking forums. 

If I’m having a debate it’s quick, punchy, it’s that spontaneity. It’s not ‘I want an hour to think about what I’m going to respond to. It’s the spontaneity response. That’s what sparks the energy and that’s what sparks, pushes the debate on. And you don’t get that with the forum. And I could get that with the work email cause you can just bounce emails backwards and forward if you know somebody is sitting at their desk.

She also expressed pleasure in having learned a technique for saving screen shots – again for her personal use rather than work:

Yes I’ve learned how to do things like – what you call it? Screen shots?  …I have actually used that outside of the course. I was quite impressed with myself as well. I found something on the Internet and didn’t know how to save it, although I do now, on Adobe I know how to do that now. But then I didn’t know how to do it. I took a screenshot, so that was probably quite a positive moment…I hadn’t thought about it until you asked me. But yes that was a positive moment. I remember being really excited about that.

She sees an impact also in terms of being more assertive about getting access to the computer at home:

I didn’t really use the internet at home at all really before…I never really used it at home. But because I’ve been doing the ICT parts of the course at home I’ve had more sort of opportunity I suppose..it’s been an impact on my saying ‘right I need the computer now’ (laughs)

This student also adapted what she had learned about using shapes and text boxes and links in Word to create mind maps for her revision sessions for the examination. She was enthusiastic about the advantages this offered over her normal hand drawn versions:
It meant I could get everything onto one page and if I thought of something else it’s easy enough to move one of your boxes…if you’ve written it and you’ve got no space left, you have to start all over again. Where with the computer you can always just make it smaller, fit more into it and you can highlight it in different colours and then you can change it. So if you decide something isn’t important or you made a mistake you can get rid of the whole box…and it didn’t take that much time…once you got into it. It had the same sort of spontaneity of doing a mind map as it was done doing it by hand…If was something that I hadn’t really used before. Well I hadn’t used that before

She had also found that her colleagues had done exactly the same thing:

I met up with my colleagues after the exam…and it was quite interesting to see how many of us pulled out all these mind maps that we’d done on the computer…previously we would never have done that so we’d all learnt that from the course…that was what was so strange that, you know, we were all working on exactly the same wave length but none of us had discussed it beforehand.

From early in the course she had also used a flash drive to help manage the completion of assignments:
I think it’s mostly when I’m starting assignments. If I started at home and then I’ve got some spare time in my lunch break, I can take it on my flash drive to work and just continue working on it. Before I was using a flash drive, I was emailing things back and forth between home and work and then I got confused about which was the most recent variation. And once it is completed then I’ll save it on the hard drive – just as a copy to refer to.

Summary

This student had mixed reactions to the ICT skills elements in her course. She had definitely learned new skills and her confidence had increased sufficiently for her to teach herself how to use Powerpoint for a presentation at work. However, earlier in the course she had lost some confidence because the skills activities taught her a different way of achieving things she could already do, so that she lost some of the automaticity of her own practice initially. However by the end of the course she valued being able to present things graphically and to set up Excell spreadsheets. Persuasive presentation of data at work was one area where she felt that ICT skills would be valuable. One unpredictable benefit of learning how to use a drawing package was that she switched from drawing mind maps by hand to using the drawing package. She used this to map her course learning prior to the examination and was surprised to find that other students had done the same. She found the drawing tools much more efficient than drawing maps by hand.
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