JISC Learner Experience Phase 2 Programme

Learners’ Experience of eLearning in Practice Courses (PB-LXP)

PB-LXP student survey

Summary Document

Robert Edmunds

PB-LXP website: http://kn.open.ac.uk/workspace.cfm?wpid=7174

Project Director: Professor Mary Thorpe

Research Fellow: Dr. Robert Edmunds

Institute of Educational Technology

The Open University

Walton Hall

Milton Keynes

April 2009

The full report of the JISC funded student survey is at (http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/workspace.cfm?wpid=8272) This document summarises the main method and highlight results of the survey, please refer to the full document for further details.

Overview

This survey was part of the overall JISC funded project entitled Learners’ Experience of eLearning in Practice Courses (PB-LXP) and is intended to measure students’ perception and use of technology during their course, work and social activities. The survey was administered electronically to Open University students on practice-based distance learning courses B201 (Biz), T885 (MEng.), T228 (Tech.), M883 (Comp.), K113 (Soc 1.) and K216 (Soc 2.). Between them these courses covered subject areas of business studies, engineering, technology, computer studies and social work (see appendix for full course titles). 421 students responded out of the 1209 surveyed – a response rate of 35%. 

Three survey methods were employed in the survey. The first section of the questionnaire followed the rationale of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) asking students about the usefulness and ease of use of the technologies they encounter in different aspects of their lives (study, work and social). The second section of the questionnaire asked students to list types of technology they liked and disliked, giving reasons for their choices. The final section of the survey concerned the types of technology the students used and they were asked to tick alongside a list of contemporary Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) to indicate their current use.

Part 1 – Using the Technology Acceptance Model

The TAM (Davis, 1989) suggests that factors capturing ease of use and usefulness can predict the acceptance and continued use of technology. Under factor analysis these two dimensions emerge from the pattern of responses to the question set utilised by Davis (1989). We took these questions and modified them for ICT use in general and in relation to three contexts, for the students’ Course, work and social activities. We also added some items intended to tap motivational issues with technology use.

Results

Analysis again found underlying dimensions of usefulness and ease of use. Additionally, in a work setting, five of the motivational items formed a new factor. These concerned control, personalisation, choosing location and enjoyment, so seem to be about the ICT environment. Scale scores were computed for each factor and each scale showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha). 

Concerning ICT and course related activities Sociology 2 students generally found ICT significantly less useful in their studies than those on the Technology course. Additionally, students on both Sociology 1 and Sociology 2 find ICT less easy to use for their studies than students on either Technology or Business courses. 

In the area of technology used at work, for Usefulness:

· Technology and Business courses scored significantly higher than Sociology 2 

· Computing was significantly higher than both Sociology courses

 For Ease of Use:

·  Technology was significantly higher than Sociology 1: 

· Computing and Business were significantly higher than both Sociology courses 

The level of motivation did not differ significantly across courses.

For technology used in social/leisure activities, no significant difference across Usefulness was found and only a marginal difference between Computing and Sociology 2 for Ease of Use. This suggests for leisure activities students perceived ICT as similarly easy to use and useful across courses.

Collapsing across courses and the three settings for both Usefulness and Ease of Use, students scored significantly higher for the Work setting. A similar comparison across Age Bands found no effect of Age on the perception of ICT.

Perceived Usefulness compared to an index of  technology use

The rationale behind the TAM is that perceived technology Usefulness in particular predicts acceptance and continued use. It would be interesting to determine if the levels of usefulness indicated by the students surveyed, do in some way predict their overall use of ICT. While we did not asked students the simple question of ‘how often do you use ICT’, we did ask them how often they used a long list of contemporary technologies. 
The sum of the number of technologies they use that also captures the frequency of use may provide a reasonable index of their ICT use in general. 

Factor analysis of the answers to the questions about technology use found just one factor emerged, that of General ICT use. This suggested that just one mean score could be calculated for each student to capture their overall use of ICT. This would provide the index of technology use. 
So for each student we had four values; Usefulness of ICT for (a.) Course, (b.)Work and (c.) Social use, also (d.) an index of overall technology use. Using linear regression we can determine if any of the three usefulness scores predicts actual use of technology as indicated by the index.

In separate linear regression both Usefulness for Course and Social activities predict general ICT use. However in a multiple regression using Work, Course and Social, Course and Social add nothing to the model when Usefulness at Work is added. Therefore, perceived Usefulness at Work was found to be the best predictor of this index of ICT use and diversity.

Part 2. Open questions about technology preferences.

In the second part of the questionnaire we asked students to tell us about technologies they liked and disliked, giving examples and reasons. As can be seen from figure 1, the Internet is the most liked technology by some margin, followed by personal computer use and email, then laptops and the Microsoft Office group of programs. The open-ended questions allowed students to fill out the reasons for this a little more for example.

Internet pervades all our daily living now. It is very enjoyable to be able to connect with others and to access unlimited information whether relevant to an OU course or not   (T228 - Tech)  
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Regarding disliked technologies, Course related software seems to be particularly disliked. When the answers to the open-ended questions are analysed this appears to be originating from two particular course supplied programs; RefWorks and Mystuff. The former is bibliographic software, while the latter is an e-portfolio application that included course related hyperlinks. The following are typical of the comments made about these technologies:.

It is time consuming and to be a honest a complete waste of time. i can just as easily write the reference out myself in 2 minutes instead of going through that palaver. please do not include it in future courses it is so unhelpful.   (K216 – Soc2 - RefWorks)  
Too slow, unreliable and not organised well for course.  I would suggest having central area for the team to use, folders could be created for relevant areas and a history (similar to the wiki) showing recent updates etc.. The folders could be viewed/shown in a tree structure to show how they relate to each other (T885 - Meng. - MyStuff)

desperately slow  (T885 - Meng. - MyStuff)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
Part 3. Demographics and technologies used.

The final part of the survey covered demographics and asked a long list of questions categorised as different types of technologies the students may use. The four types of technology covered were.

•Part F. questions 1-21 Communication and on-line learning tools.

•Part F. questions 22-32 On-line learning facilities.

•Part G. questions 1-12 Types of software used.

•Part H. questions 1-15 Types of hardware used.
This section generated a great deal of information; one thing that could be of interest to select in this summary is the use of mobile technologies by the students surveyed. 
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Conclusion

The questionnaire was analysed using descriptive methods such as frequencies of response, but part 1 was also subjected to factor analysis to determine underlying dimensions in the data. The results are fully detailed in the main report, but of note is that the TAM appears to be valid in not just work contexts, but also for ICT acceptance during course and to a lesser extent leisure activities. Usefulness as defined by this factor in the model was also found to predict actual use of ICT for the students, again supporting the validity of the TAM. It was found that students on the social work courses found ICT less useful than the other courses, in particular the technology students. It seems that students were critical about some of the course software; mainly this was due to a lack of perceived relevance to them. Some questions were raised about how much of a personal environment is currently provided by technology and how ‘connected’ contemporary students really are.

Appendix: Courses and technologies employed

T228 Cisco Networking

(CISCO on-line course materials-interactive, labs and quizzes, Packet tracer simulation)

M883 Software Requirements for Business Systems

(Moodle wiki, requirements recording tool, on-line resources)

T885 Team Engineering

(FlashMeeting video conferencing, Moodle wiki)

K113 Foundations for Social Work Practice

(On-line resources, Components of the ECDL, CD-ROMS)

K216 Applied Social Work Practice

(On-line resources, Components of the ECDL, CD-ROMS)

B201 Business organisations and their environments 

(MyStuff ePortfolio, Moodle wiki, on-line resources)
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This table indicates that the most frequent technologies of this type are laptops (PC) and memory sticks. 


Interestingly almost half the students do not have an MP3 player or a mobile with web access














PAGE  
7

