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PB-LXP: Learners’ Experience of eLearning in Practice Courses
A student Case study


AMY (Business)
This case study summarises key points from interviews with one student on the Open University undergraduate course Business Organisations and their Environments, 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=8261 and the JISC website http://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/JISCle2/Project+websites.  The case study provides an overview of student interviews completed in 2008 and the issues arising from the student’s experience of ICT on their course, and in the context of their work and social life. 

The course is a 60 point level 2 course, compulsory for degrees in Business, Computing and Business, and the Management Foundation degree. Students are assessed via six tutor marked assignments (TMAs) and an examination. The course is grounded in the student’s own experience of business organisations, whether as employee, customer or stakeholder. The four blocks of the course focus on Encountering Organisations, The Evolution of Organisations, The Context of Organisations and Re-encountering Organisations. Students are encouraged to use the Moodle eportfolio ‘MyStuff’ as a repository for material they develop for assessment. During Block 3, students work on a collaborative project involving online discussion as a tutor group, posting views on a wiki and constructing a group report as a shared product for use in each student’s assignment. Block 4 requires students to participate in their tutor group forum and marks are assigned for that in their assignment. The course meets QAA benchmark statements for Business Studies, including ICT skills, collaboration and working online. The course material is a mix of print and online, with high importance placed on regular updating in an area where change happens fast.
Student background and identity

This student is in her mid-thirties and studying for a business studies degree. She has also taken at least one science course and expressed the view that she wanted to see if she could get a degree. She has been studying for two years and appreciates the way the OU organises study support: Her current occupation is in accounts and she uses ICT every day:

I suppose I am the standard person that uses spreadsheets and databases because I am in accounts – accounts packages, a lot of database work, then obviously the internet to get a lot of – our EDI systems in my line of work…Electronic data interchange, where you get to question orders and order electronically.

She said that, at the time of her first interview in the spring of 2008, she did not use ICT for her social life. She was aware of a Facebook community for Business students but had not taken it up. She did however order things herself online, and said that access to the internet had made an impact on her recently. She had started her OU studies without a computer:
I remember doing my first year with the OU without a computer full stop, and no forums, no nothing. So having that for the OU and my private life is very good.

Her motivation for study was primarily personal interest rather than career:

I just started it to see if I could do it, not with career progression particularly in mind. Although the industry I work in is not the most secure one at the moment as a manufacturing company. So that option is always there in the future, but it is a loose sort of personal thing. I just want to know more about the world I live in I suppose.

ICT and learning effectiveness

The main impact this student identified in her interview at the end of the course was a very positive involvement in the wiki, which had led her into a study approach that was highly productive for her own learning. What she describes is a process whereby the wiki required her to re-process her own notes, and to make what she was learning more explicit, stage by stage as the course progressed:

In terms of my studies, especially, I loved doing the wiki – apart from when it was …a bit temperamental…and I really think it helped me with my revision, with my relating it to real life and just having to, so that you make your notes through, from your course material, and then the wiki sort of made me then re-look at those notes and sort of put them in a different format. So that really helped. 

She described the way in which she articulated for herself the relationship between what she was learning and the course themes. This process also helped her integrate the academic study of the course with her knowledge of business practice:
…I put a lot of time and effort in – much more than [we] were supposed to. I then re-looked at my notes and said right which of these relates to that course theme. The course themes were theory and practice, ways of thinking, and diversity and complexity. ..how can I relate that to that and then say, well this is the theory and …especially with the theory and practice, relate either to a case study from the course or just like your real life. You know the company you work for. So that, that’s what I mean by reformat my notes…

The time she spent on this process appears to have paid dividends in that she felt she then saved time during the revision stage, prior to the examination:

…I’ve still got, was doing two courses at the same time, so I mean time was tight sometimes. But when I got to the end…in October, I was revising for two sets of exams. I think the work I did with the wiki all the way through really helped me not have to put as much time. I mean the exam was really related to how I’d worked through the rest of the course.

Her decision about which course to move on to was influenced by her perception of how up to date the course was and whether or not it involves use of ICT as B201 does. She also compared B201 positively with another course where she was required to use text books that were eight years old. B201 built in online links to external websites and feeds that connected to real world events:

…they were able to incorporate it in as the course developed…the course books weren’t written several years ago and I felt everything was just that touch more…you felt it could cater for any major sort of major changes. So I think that’s where I think it does win…

She also described a certain ambivalence towards ICT for study however, in relation to loss of the time and location benefits of print, and the way in which action at a computer can feel like an interruption of study based primarily on reading:

…when I’ve got to think in advance, oh I need to be at the internet …and you’re just in the middle, you’re just comfy, and you think oh no I’ve got to do this…it does alter the flow…if you’ve got, you know you’re only studying from books and you’ve got your notes you know, you can study anywhere.

Since she did not have wireless access to the Internet, she had to plan more carefully, particularly if she was going away for a weekend. What she did appreciate though was the way ICT could support effective study – as she described in relation to the wiki, but also here in relation to online quizzes:

…for the revision there was…a quiz and you get your answer, your multiple choice quiz, for your revision, and you’ve got your answers straight away and were able to …see how your revision was going, that was useful.

Where ICT did not get a positive response from this student related to the MyStuff eportfolio, which offered nothing new. She already prepared word processed notes as she studied and saved these. It lacked obvious functionality that she needed and thus scored low on both usability and usefulness:

…the MyStuff activities did build to TMAs on the course but they just weren’t, I suppose, user friendly enough…you’d maybe come up with a diagram …and on a specific activity it wasn’t expecting you to come up with a…diagram, so it hadn’t put…the option of …an attachment to it….to be fair there are times with the wiki as well where I’d like to have inserted a diagram of my own creation, but again that option wasn’t available.

Her route if she wanted to share things with her group was to simply put it on the tutor group forum, which was easy and quick:

Now obviously if you’re doing, you’re sharing with somebody who’s not on your course that’s a different matter. But…if it was course-related it …actually went on the tutor group forum, everybody could see it and didn’t you know take half as long to set up.

ICT and Learning Outcomes

Questions about the relationship between ICT and achieving the learning outcomes of the course built on this student’s expressed evaluation of the wiki. She picked out knowledge and understanding of the diverse nature of business organisations as one of the key learning outcomes. The wiki brought increased effectiveness for her achievement in this area – both because of the regular and targeted study process it encouraged, and because it was assessed. She contrasted this with text-based study:
…it [i.e. the course] could have been a book only…this is what you learn, go to a few tutorials, yes I’d have gone through it, yes I would have related some of the things to my workplace when I was asked to do so as part of the course. But I think the Wiki made me do it more often…I was keeping up to date with the economic situation that was happening, just because I was thinking oh I’ll be able to incorporate that in the wiki…but as a first year course I wanted to …just see you know. Nobody at the start had an idea what these wiki things were for…So I was like ah we’re the first ones, we’re the guinea pigs, let’s you know, set the standard I suppose…the wiki…did give it a bit more clout…and meant that I was working through it all course long…it must moved it up a level I think. And made you look at it more than you might have done…It is more reflective, but more active in looking…sometimes if you’ve got too much book work…it doesn’t really sink in.
The impact this had made was quite a powerful motivator of this student’s preferred study mode in future. She appreciated that tutor forums supported her grasp of course issues. She was also clear that use of ICT on B201 led to a much more systematic and conscious awareness of what she was learning, as she studied, and the benefits were particularly marked in terms of revision:
…you’ve also got with this course the tutor group discussions where…the tutor would ask…course-specific questions relating to it. Again you got marked for…answering…and I enjoyed that as well because again that made me have to think it out…and try and do it in a way that I could explain my needs to somebody else…I felt when I started my B202 revision it was like OK what have I learnt on this course…I really had to almost start from scratch…but with B201 I really felt I’d grasped it, all the course materials…that’s why I…went for B301 because I’m hoping that sort of aspect will happen again. I won’t feel like I haven’t got a clue what I learnt for the whole year.
ICT and work/practice relationship
This student did not identify a major impact on her working practice directly as a result of course study or the ICT skills specifically. She talked in terms of broadening her perspective:

…you look at your company in a different light

Focusing on ICT skills specifically, it is clear from the extracts above, that she felt the wiki enabled a stronger link between academic study and immediate work experience. Her workplace did not foreground ICT, but the ICT practice on the course actually brought about a kind of online rehearsal of management skills per so, as she describes it in this extract:

…in terms of work I think the course is ahead of my workplace in terms of how it uses ICT. Obviously things like wiki’s and things like that are just not on the, not likely to happen here. It’s not that big a company, it’s not that type of environment…if anything it’s almost made to feel at times like a managerial course, because you are having to manage to sort of work together and because I was the bossy one I was trying to get everybody to contribute to the forums, to the wikis…when we were doing…the collaborative, it was me that was sort of saying you know, come on let’s do this, you need to do that, and that type of thing. So there was that side of it… the sort of managing people side of it…and there’s the distance which is obviously something I don’t have to deal with here. I see people face-to-face.
This aspect of the practical management of study was mentioned in her first interview earlier in the course. One of the benefits of collaborative activities such as are included in B201 is that they require students to organise themselves and some students who take on this active role themselves see this as positive – particularly if their goals include management skills, as here:

I’m quite enjoying doing it …I feel like I, it’s like a management course. I mean we haven’t even started, next weeks going to be fun because that’s another collaborative TMA…Four weeks of that and…I feel like I’m a manager. I’ve learnt how to be a manage on this course…just because of trying to get people to do things…they probably all think I’m a nagging little person by now actually, but I’m just trying to get people to respond.

ICT impact on personal and social life

Students on B201 have the option of setting up a personal blog, which this student had not taken up. She related this to her need for a safe place, not accessible on the whole of the Internet. Her course discussion areas were more immediately attractive to her for this reason:

I don’t think it’s yet got to the stage where I’m actually comfortable…with the whole great big world finding out what I’m thinking.

She was well aware of the openness of discussion sites however, and of the need, even on an OU only site, to be circumspect about how her own business experience was presented:

…my bosses are not particularly IT literate, but if they came across it at the wrong point, at the wrong time…I’d have to explain…To be fair I think they would understand what I was saying on it, but I could also see that at least I felt because it’s an OU controlled environment to a certain extent, that I could be a little freer on what I said about my company…there’s other people in your group, then you start to be a little careful but that, that’s my one issue. Because …the online world, people can get the wrong impression of what you’re trying to say or what, what you’re about.

She elaborated on this idea of managing communication by explaining how student peers had commented on the difference between her face to face and online persona:

I know a few people who’ve met me after talking to me on either the OU email system or the forums..and they’re like, you’re nothing like you sound…I think they’ve got me down as…an ex-teacher.

This did not lead her to reject the technology at this point. Her approach demonstrated a more persistent and perceptive appreciation of what might be gained from interaction:

…if you can get people to play the game with you as well, you can learn as much from them as you can just doing the course itself…that’s part of the OU experience, is learning from other people as well.

She felt that B201 had encouraged her to use ICT more generally. She had set up feeds to sports and news sites in her Google Reader and she checked these regularly at home and work. She had also discovered iPlayer and ‘now I can watch all the TV programmes I never get round to watching’. 

…I’ve got iGoogle set up so that I, whenever I’m at work, at home, I just go in and it shows me some of the sports headlines, some of the news headlines…and I can just keep a glance of what’s going on…I don’t think before the start of this course I discovered iPlayer. But that, that was a bad mistake, now I can watch all the TV programmes I never got round to watching.

Summary
Although this student has no immediate work goals that study feeds into, her experience of ICT was very positive and impacted directly on the depth and effectiveness of her study practice. She clearly demonstrated in comments about the wiki in particular, how the course learning outcomes were achieved better as a result of specific uses of ICT, and contrasted that positively with experience of purely text-based study. Given the course focus on integrating individual experience of business with academic frameworks, ICT, most particularly the designed use of a wiki, has proved highly beneficial to this goal. It seems reasonable to assume that this student would feel able to draw on her course experience to support future career development, even though this is not part of her immediate goals. She felt that the course had in a sense required her to be a manager, since she took it upon herself to try to get students to collaborate online, around those assignments where this was required. ICT led her into a more active, performance-oriented approach to study, in which she developed very explicitly not only her knowledge but her interpersonal skills too.
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