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

A student Case study

Carol (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 thirties and works as an administrator for a large government organisation providing children and family core advisory support services. She also works in her spare time for a domestic violence programme. She works in an office of about a dozen people and uses ICT daily, including managing an online database, word processing and spreadsheets. She says that she does see herself as an experienced ICT user. She has three computers at home, one for each person in the house: ‘so we don’t argue’. Asked whether ICT was important to her she said:

Yes yes very much so.

Interviewer: do you think iCT is an important part of social work?

Absolutely. I think so many agencies – and this is reflected from government down - …are making sure now that all of their practitioners are ICT literate…I think it also gives you a useful way to communicate with service workers, because you have things like complaints procedures and feedback and stuff which is all online, based in our agency. So it enables you to communicate well with the service workers. And it makes you think about perception as well because obviously when you’re communicating with someone through an IT source your language has to be very appropriate and understandable. You have to think how things will be perceived. Yes, even with email. You have to be very careful. 

 Although she is not actually in a social work position currently, she intends to qualify in order to apply for positions as a social worker:
I am hoping to improve my job prospects because I want to do something I am passionate about and really the course will lead me there.

She had completed K100 and saw doing the course as giving her ‘more credibility as a professional’ and she was clear which courses she would go on to do in order to get her degree in Social Work. At work she used Outlook, Word, Powerpoint, Excel and an intranet system. Her orientation to the ICT initially did not give any hint of the more positive approach she developed once she got into the course:
I just want the qualification. In all fairness if the ICT wasn’t included I don’t think it would be a massive loss to me. I understand why it has to be done, as there are a lot of people out there who aren’t computer literate, but for me it is just an exercise I do to complete the course.
ICT and learning effectiveness
Although she saw herself as experienced, her view was that the ICT on the course had moved her skills further forward:

I think I’ve taken a lot from the ICT. Much more than I expected to…I kind of had a lot of confidence in my ability as a computer literate person. What it did make me realise was I perhaps got a bit complacent. Because I’m in a very comfortable place where I know everything I need to know at work right now…but it gave me sort of, you know, like searching the online article and in particularly building the spreadsheet. Now I thought I had a really good handle on the spreadsheets, cause I use them quite frequently in my job. But actually I didn’t have that much of a good handle…I’ve realised that the capability of a spreadsheet package is way beyond where I was…I’m quite sure at some point that will be valuable within my job. It’s just not quite relevant now.
This can be related to her study approach generally. In her first interview she had said this:

I think I am quite pedantic about studying. I don’t want to miss anything out in case I can take some value from it and even if I don’t take some value out of it the practice was good. ..I go through each ICT session because I don’t want to miss bits. 

This is a positive response also in the context of the introduction of Vista – her PC came with Vista and the OU course material did not provide separate instructions to match this operating system. 
I have Vista and Office 2007 so all the instructions I have I then have to convert into Vista and 2007…I’ve been able to produce the end result but obviously, the methodology is massively different. 
The instructions took her longer as a result, as she tried to resolve the differences between the course instructions and the Vista system. This also impacted on her access to the CDROM which had software for FirstClass, Lyceum, Elluminate (these two are audio graphics programs) and Browsealoud. None of these could be downloaded from the CDROM and she had accessed the course forums through her browser instead. She felt this alternative route was acceptable if not ideal, and still spoke about the value of the forums:

The forums I found very very useful because I think as an Open University student you can be very isolated and feel quite cut off from the world. ..I mean you do get to eight tutorials …but actually it’s not the same as being in a study environment every day.

These forums, which followed the face to face workshops, were an essential part of the course and enabled her to connect with those whose work experience was different from her own, so that she was not so limited by purely what her day to day environment offered. For students studying part-time, online forums are probably the main way that regular access to fellow students can be achieved:
…we had a particular study group. There were eight of us in ours. And they were all very supportive and it enabled me to get a lot of different perspectives because the majority of my experience is with children and families. And there were ladies on my course who were in the care of older people which really did help give me a different perspective.

ICT and the work/practice relationship
This student had an interesting perspective as an administrator in her current role. She fully appreciated the rationale for having ICT skills as part of a degree programme for social workers and even though her current work tasks meant there was no strong application of the skills learning, she expressed the view that lack of ICT skills did impact on her more generally: 

I believe that we absolutely need to have the ICT in on the degree programme. I absolutely wholeheartedly agree with that. And I think I agree with that with a different perspective being an administrator, where practitioners frustrate the life out of me because they can’t do basic ICT functions.
She later referred to her work context where she said this:

We are required to become self-sufficient practitioners, I think it’s before the end of 2008, which is not so much of an issue for me being fairly new, but a lot people in my agency have been there for 15 to 20 years, and that’s could be a big issue for them because they are used to having some form of administrators or secretarial support…I am kind of the IT guru. So they come to me with everything generally.

She described how she prepared herself by checking out navigation on the OU site in advance. Some students had found it difficult to find sites and resources:

I didn’t have any problems and did give people pointers about the best route, because I had a really good play around with it when I first started. And for me that’s the best way to get to know something.

In her first interview, she said that she often searched for information online, as well as working in a context where there were regular updates as policy and regulation changed:

Interviewer: …there seems to be a lot of searching for information online. Did you do much of this in work before you took the course?

Yes – I am a big researcher, because I know there’s a theory that backs everything up…it doesn’t necessarily mean that I quote the theory but I like to have that background, underneath it…We are fortunate in working in that we get constant updates on things…and we have to be aware of policy change and have any white papers that come out…Our intranet in work is a massive source of information and it’s just vast.

She expressed the view that there was a two-way influence between study and work:

Interviewer: did you use any of your skills from work to do the exercises?

Yes absolutely…I think horses for courses, for both really. I probably took some stuff from work to be able to do it and I took some stuff from the exercise in order to develop myself in work.

She planned to change her job once qualified and so looked ahead in terms of using her skills for work. She clearly felt that her appreciation of ICT had been improved:

I’ve realised that the capability of a spreadsheet package is way beyond where I was…I’m sure at some point that will be valuable within my job. I’t just not quite relevant now.

However she also gave an example of new skills that she had learned which she was applying to her work – although she had said that she was not directly using her ICT learning. This may reflect the fact that her work was not being changed in a very noticeable way, but nevertheless, she talks through how she learned something that she now applies to her work:

However there were complex functions like the setting out of the reports and that kind of thing, that I hadn’t actually used before…that’s probably the thinking about it that I use in my job now that I didn’t before, was the formatting of the reports, normal paragraph one, paragraph header…I didn’t know how to do that before. It’s time consuming to set it up for the first time, but actually once you’ve done it you’ve done it.

Even though her confidence was already high, she said that the course had improved it:

 It has increased my confidence and I was, like I said, fairly complacent … I’m obviously a very busy person having three jobs and doing a degree. And I’m also a mum and a carer…If I can do things correctly but in a shorter way then obviously that’s going to work good for me.

ICT and Learning Outcomes

Although she had coped well with the ICT activities, she regretted the fact that passing the skills activities on the course did not lead to the ECDL qualification – ‘I would have preferred that they had made us do the ECDL as the module’.  She and other students would have liked this external qualification to be available as a result of working through the ICT activities:
Every social worker will need a specific level of ICT skills, as the Government progresses everything forward with what they want practitioners to be able to do. However I think it would be more beneficial to the student to have that piece of paper at the end of it, to say ‘yes this person is educated to ECDL standard.’

She was not aware of particular skills that were not relevant but she wanted them structured differently. As others had found, the ICT skills element was very time consuming and her view was ‘I would have preferred that they had made us do the ECDL as the module’. This approach would have separated out the skills, concentrated them in time, and provided a recognised additional qualification. The OU however was not in a position to offer this as a qualification, and it would have added more hours to the required study time if the ECDL was offered as separate module. 

Students were also asked whether their work experience had affected their attitude to the ICT elements in the course, and this student related her starting position of confidence as a source for reflection, to compare her actual skills with the skills included in the course ICT:

…like I said I had a level of complacency…I think it’s made me review that – which I think is always positive if you can take something positive and say to yourself ‘you know what actually you’re not as good as you thought you were, you need to perhaps look at that’. And it gives you some sort of reflective balance doesn’t it?

…although I felt quite confident before hand, it’s made me evaluate it and realise do you know what, you’re not as good as you think, so take something from it and learn something.

More unusually, this student had liked the RefWorks program that was included with the ICT activities and used it to organise references for her assignments – she cited it as one of the new things she had learned that had been valuable:

One of the things that I think has really stuck out to me is RefWorks. ..the RefWork program is phenomenal…referencing…is something that always had taken a long time at the end of each assignment…to be able to pull everything together. But actually it’s just a five minute job. So that was really really useful…I keep it up to date as I go along. As I read a new book I generally will then reference it…there were two exercises that we did on RefWorks and both were invaluable I thought.
Personalisation
This student had not used tools outside those prescribed by the course – other than having to use Vista as the operating system on her machine rather than Office 2003. She had however done independent research into the Victoria Climbie case, using Google and Wikipedia to access the community care website. This site was also included within the course which she said ‘perhaps [I] wouldn’t have used had I not done the course’.

She had changed the homepage in My Open Library so it appeared with her name and she had added links to it for her own use.
Summary

This student began from a position of confidence in her ICT skills but discovered that she did not know as much as she had assumed. She noted that she had learned more about what could be done with spreadsheets for example, and was pleased to find that the course had improved her skills overall. She particularly valued learning how to use RefWorks for referencing course work – an unusual positive response since quite a few students were negative about RefWorks. Improving her formatting skills she had applied to work documentation, but she looked to the future to see the greatest impact of course ICT skills on her work. Work gave her a context for judging the effectiveness of her skills and the motivation to improve them. She appreciated the way that forums gave her access to a breadth of work practice, going beyond her own.
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