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Exploring the experiences of Master’s students in a digital age
Title Slide

Brief summary of our work with taught Master’s students at Oxford in the academic year 2007-8

Thanks to participants + other team members (Fawei, Kate), plus others in OUCS who helped us out.

Why did we study Master’s students?

1.
Felt that they might be of intrinsic interest – partly because I had done a Master’s degree – at Sussex – as a mature student. So hypothesised that because of its heterogeneity in terms of, for example, educational history (some will be recent graduates, others returning to study after a long period), life situation (part-time students may also have work and/or family commitments) and extent of IT experience. Moreover, a substantial number would be planning to embark on doctoral programmes and thus making the transition from taught to independent study.

We turned out to be right in most respects apart from the IT experience.

2.
Master’s students at Oxford probably approximate more to Master’s students at other universities than Oxford undergraduates do in relation to undergraduates at other universities: i.e. a better chance that their experience might be shared by the broader population of taught postgraduates. Indeed, most students had come from other universities.

>>>> METHODOLOGY SLIDE
The primary outputs from the Thema project are a set of 11 case studies of students' experience of learning over the first nine months of their course. To set them within their institutional and pedagogical context, we framed them with two online surveys gathering data from a larger sample of students on the same programmes. These surveys were conducted at the start of the courses and after approximately eight months of study.

All of this work was framed within a university-wide “snapshot” landscape survey in May 2007 – covered UGs, taught PGs and research PGs. Demographic questions confirmed differences between taught Master’s and UGs in terms of age, gap, nationality.

>> Click

Participants were solicited from seven one-year full-time programmes in Medical Sciences and Education, and two two-year part-time programmes in Applied Landscape Archaeology and International Human Rights Law (IHRL). The IHRL course combines online study with two five-week residential sessions in Oxford; the other courses are Oxford-based. As you can see, we over-recruited in order to guard against attrition and variations in the richness of the data collected.

>>>> PEN-PAL TECHNIQUE SLIDE
The qualitative data for the case studies were collected using a “pen-pal” technique, which we devised to meet the challenge of eliciting data from busy students over an extended period with minimal intrusion, and using a simple and robust technology (i.e. email). Each researcher established individual relationships with 6-10 students and conducted an extended email correspondence culminating, as pen-pal relationships can do, in a face-to-face encounter (a semi-structured interview). 
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Our premise was that sustained participation would be maximised through adopting a personal approach and asking questions that took the student's specific course and own individual experience as a starting point (although some “common” questions were put to all students).
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The email correspondence was intended to capture experiences that students might subsequently forget; to build up a picture of the process of studying as it happens and track developments (e.g. emergent learning strategies, problems encountered and their resolution); and to help form a portrait of each student that would enable us to ask targeted questions at the interview.

In timing the messages, we sought to capitalise on known "significant" events in the calendar for each course while avoiding busy periods close to assignment deadlines or exams. 
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We conducted four rounds of correspondence with all but the IHRL students, who had only three rounds as their course began later.
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The “common” questions were decided collectively by the research team. Each researcher devised their own course-specific and student-specific questions, but these were reviewed and critiqued by the other team members. In some cases, one team member asked the others to suggest questions for her.

So, what did we find? Well, in the course of our data analysis and reading we discovered that...
>>>> “UNDER-RESEARCHED POPULATION” SLIDE

Taught postgraduate students are an under-researched population, and they have very real needs and preferences of their own that actually have very little to do with technology. VERY briefly...
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Study at Master’s level can entail major adaptation on the part of students in terms of a) the transition from structured, teacher- directed undergraduate studies to a more autonomous approach to their learning and b) the emphasis on analytical thought. This adaptation is particularly marked in overseas students who have come from different educational systems.

Students who adopt a flexible approach to their new environment appear more likely to succeed in making the adaptation than students who expect a continuation of their undergraduate experience.
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Students’ expressed wish for a structure and guidance in the taught component of their studies is at variance with their eager espousal of the autonomous learning entailed by the dissertation component.

A tension exists between course pedagogies that require students to take control of their own learning and students’ need for regular formative feedback, which posits regular assessment.

TECHNOLOGY SLIDE 1

>> Click

Technology plays an important, but not privileged, role in postgraduate study; the quality of teaching and feedback matters more, as we have just seen. And interestingly, when we asked them to recount a significant moment in their learning – at any time of their lives – they tended to cite inspirational teachers, active/independent learning experiences, or breakthrough “a-ha!” moments, rather than activities in which they’d used technology.
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That said, we had one example when a student found that her use of technology – a switch from Word to Excel – had a profound impact on the way she thought about herself:
Ellen started using Excel in her part-time job. She had never had any training in using it, but found that it had a deep impact on her thinking: “coming from a liberal arts background everything for me is always about words, and it was just the way that I thought.  And then once I started using Excel to develop things like timetables for these intensive short-term residential courses […], then when I started on the dissertation I found that by default instead of using Microsoft word to make notes to myself about deadlines, everything started going to Excel.  it just came naturally at that point.” “all of a sudden I went from being a Word person to being an Excel person, and it was like this weird almost paradigm shift of I’m no longer just bound to being a liberal arts student, I’m a researcher now, I can think scientifically and think about organising my thoughts and my data in such a way that you can see this here and then it correlates with this.”
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So, we can say that students know when to “e-” and when not to “e-”, blending the affordances of tools and interactions in the online and real worlds. They also recognise the special atmosphere engendered when students and lecturers are co-present in the classroom and feel that the learning experience may be diminished if lectures are offered as podcasts:

“It’s [the] kind of experience that you have sitting in those lectures listening to those people who are experts in their field. It’s about having those experiences. […] The kind of feeling that you have there in the lecture.”
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Students’ perceptions of their proficiency in their use of digital technologies (their “tech-savvyness”) is often at variance with the behaviours that they actually display in terms of the range of tools used and their curiosity in finding out what is available.

Liling: “I use these things that I think are quite basic.” YET: she felt confident about downloading and installing free software from the Web, and had a range of Chinese and English tools on her laptop: e.g, for managing her money, sending text messages to friends in China, her own blog, Picasa for sharing pictures, a Chinese image manipulation program, Chinese version of MSN, Google desktop gadgets, PDF converter and a Chinese website for watching US and British TV programmes. At the time of her interview she had also recently installed MS Outlook on her computer and was using its online calendar and the email client to read messages to her personal email address. AND she had also been asked by a British colleague to help him with a printing problem
It’s as though they equate tech-savvyness with hard-core technical computer science-type skills. Interestingly, our two students who did have a background in computer science were less inquisitive about the latest gadgets and gizmos.
TECHNOLOGY SLIDE 2 – ACADEMIC & SOCIAL LITERACY
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Students displayed maturity in their use of online resources. 
Nat: “I kind of trust Wikipedia when the article is not a stub, and as regards Google, it depends on the results I am given of course. If the websites look too personal and not trustworthy and scientific enough, I try to find a better source or at least another source which supports the facts provided by the non-reviewed resource.”

Non-native English speakers also mentioned using Wikipedia as an extension to the dictionary – to find out the different contexts in which a word might be used.

All were familiar with the specialist online databases, portals to e-journals etc. associated with their subject – PubMed, BEI, ERIC.

Libraries were still used for borrowing books, but in some fast-moving subjects journals are the main resource.

Online catalogues allow the essential visits to the library to be streamlined: in, find book, check its suitability, check it out and leave.
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Facebook has emerged as the dominant medium of peer communication, with most cohorts setting up Facebook groups to manage their social life and for academic support purposes. One cohort actually set up a FB group before they arrived in Oxford, and one of the colleges also used FB as a pre-arrival induction tool.
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However, some students prefer a more private lifestyle:

Meixiu came across as a gregarious person, but she likes to make her friends in the F2F world. She values her friendships and clearly has little time for the superficial matiness of online social networks: “I didn’t see the point of using Facebook. I mean yeah people, every people you meet online and then you can talk. I mean what if I don’t find anything to talk to. Even people online are friendly when they see you online probably they will start talking about something randomly, I mean who cares, for me I don’t care if you’re asking me, oh how is the dissertation going, you know, I don’t want to be bothered by those questions.”
Liling: “if they are your real friends you would have their email address, you would have them on MSN, you would have their mobile numbers. You have loads of ways to contact them. I don’t know why they want to leave messages on the Funwall [sic] on Facebook that you want other people to see your message.”
These preferences are respected by their peers, who take pains to maintain dual-channel communications (i.e. email as well as Facebook) in order to include these students.

Also add at this point that postgraduate students consider social networks inappropriate environments for formal learning. However, they acknowledge lecturers’ right to a social presence there and may even form Facebook “friendships” with individual tutors – taking care to restrict the latters’ access to their profiles. These friendships are, we think, more likely when the students are working on their dissertations and their relationship with their tutors changes.
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And some students even use technology to discriminate between these levels of friendship:

Meixiu used two different chat programs: A Chinese tool called QQ and MSN. Although QQ is a bit old-fashioned compared with MSN, Meixiu liked it better: she preferred the range of icons available to express one’s mood, and in any case more of her longstanding, close friends were on QQ than MSN. She differentiated between her usage of QQ and MSN thus: “all my important friends are on QQ. For MSN it’s someone I know here, maybe just met once, okay you have my email and MSN.”
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