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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 the 50-55 age band and works as a college business manager:

…it takes in a mixture – quite a lot of data management, all marketing for the school, student applications, admissions…We also have a commercial salon and a restaurant here to get students through practical assignments. A lot of it is data management so I am using systems all the time. We use a timetabling system called ‘syllabus plus’…right now I am looking at a huge student database. I am using syllabus plus, which is used by quite a lot of the big universities for scheduling rooms and tutors. 

She describes her motivation to study for an OU degree in Business Studies as a mix of enjoyment and career benefit. She said that she wanted to stay in education and job advertisements were mainly for graduates.
I am studying through the OU because it is an excellent institution (laughs). I fell into it by chance actually…they [previous employer] sent me on this course and I hadn’t studied for several years. I absolutely loved it and thought this is what I want to do; brain suddenly perked up, got the management qualification, loved it and thought hey I want to carry on now.

Her employer allowed her to study at lunch time and time off for the exams, but she was funding her study herself. In terms of her personal life, she used the internet a lot to order goods and to email, but did not feel comfortable with Facebook or use MSN. She described a family PC at home over which she and her family competed for time. Although she had a laptop it did not have a network card. She described her previous job with an insurance company which had provided her with a laptop and a network card. 
That was fantastic because you could take it to Scotland or wherever you were and just sit and plug it in and off you went, read all your emails, all your work wherever you were – amazing.
Nevertheless she found the language of IT confusing and difficult at times. She said for example that she did not know what a blog was.
By the time of the last interview at the end of her course, she reported that she was going to be interviewed for a new job, managing online masters degrees for an organisation that had collaborative links with the Open University:

I’m really pleased because one reason I actually think that I’ve got the job [interview] is because of my OU studies which I put on to my CV and I’ve already been asked about it through the recruitment consultancy. They’re doing some collaboration with the Open University and I think I’m sure that’s one of the reasons I’m being interviewed.

She subsequently contacted the researcher to say that she had been successful and been appointed.

ICT and learning effectiveness
During her final interview, the student reported enthusiasm about what she had learned about ICT and planned to say in her interview, mixed with some disappointment about the drop out from her particular tutor group and a lack of contribution to the wiki:

…my group just gave up so I did the whole thing literally myself from May onwards…it’s not collaboration and I was really frustrated because I wanted to have that opportunity of actually how to accomplish the wiki here and then somebody else do their little bit and also to deal with people for whom English isn’t a first language, to try and help them perhaps where I could…be empathetic towards their challenges and didn’t get that opportunity. It was quite frustrating….I think there was a big drop our rate in our particular group, which is a tremendous shame because it’s one of the most interesting courses I’ve ever done with the OU.
The MyStuff tool she had not found helpful. It offered only another place to store documents and since Word files could be used in any case, there was little motivation to use a new tool. Using both tools could prove confusing and the added challenge of navigation and tagging could cause problems:

I didn’t find the MyStuff very helpful to use to be honest. I still found it a bit confusing to have the navigation. I was forever putting the wrong tabs and labels on it and having to retrieve what I’d saved usually.

However when asked which aspects of ICT worked particularly well for her, she picked out the fact that the course was online. This meant that it felt very up to date. She contrasted it with the course she was studying after her current course, which used material dated eight or so years ago. She also appreciated the way in which activities were now in the public domain. OU course books in the past included activities for students to do but now these were done online and the student was more exposed as a result – it is more difficult to get away without doing them:

I’ve always been very focused and dedicated to the assignments and the little activities you’re asked to do and I think in the past you could hide from that because it was optional. ..if you had a book and it said do activity blah blah no one checks you’ve actually done that whereas now it’s all in the public domain. You’re set all sorts of online objectives to do every two to three weeks. You’re asked to do it on a public environment on the tutor group forum and also checking that you’re doing it and some people…just weren’t doing it and didn’t have time to do it for whatever reason and found it all too much and just gave up.
The wiki, however disappointing because of the lack of contributions from other students, had been a positive experience overall. This student had followed the guidance on regular uploading of her own accounts so that by the end of the course the benefits were obvious – inspite of the shortcomings in terms of not allowing for visual objects:

I found creating new pages a little bit difficult. I certainly didn’t like the fact you couldn’t use pictures. I’m a very visual person. I’m used to writing very long reports. I’ve done…very different types of communication and it’s not normally my style to write short passages without any kind of break up. So …I didn’t like the end result very much. Having said that it provided a fantastic structure for the revision …I am a bit of a goodie goodie  - when it said place things on the wiki I did and by doing it the stages they suggested by the time I’d come to do my revision it was all sitting there waiting for me. 
She had also benefitted from the OU Library resource pack on searching and evaluating online information, titled SAFARI. She used Google and, with reservations, Wikipedia, but commented on how she had improved in this area:

…I forced myself to go through a number of those blocks on SAFARI, it really made me rethink what you’re searching for and how you’re searching and the quality of the information you’re getting back, and who’s written it. You’re analysing more critically the information you’re getting back.

She saw ICT as increasing the speed of access to information, particularly with broadband. However she still printed off the course materials:

I did print off all the materials as hard copies even though they’re online because it’s my preferred learning style. I like to underline things and scribble on things and see it in front of me and also then …I did actually come to work with hard copies of my materials as well.

ICT and work/practice relationship
Although this student did not have much to say about the direct effect of ICT on her work, it clearly impacted on her career through the move to a job where online study was a key element. She also saw her work experience as a positive influence on her ICT ability:

I’m using IT all day long. I’m quick and I’m using many different packages now. So I don’t feel myself an IT expert but I immediately offer different things and I think it acknowledges a way of life…

Equally she was also positive about the influence the other way, how the course affected the way she used technology:

[I’m] really using more technology than I did before. I do feel more confident and I’m probably quicker.

Summary

This student, while not studying primarily for vocational reasons, had been successful in applying for a new job where she was sure that her OU experience with online study had played a key role. She really appreciated the online approach of her Business course because it encouraged a more active study process and she valued the fact that the course was so up to date. Activities had to be done in a more public environment in that they required contributing to the forums and to a wiki. It was more difficult to avoid doing them therefore, and she felt that she had studied more effectively as a result. She had been disappointed by the lack of contribution of her group to the wiki and she had not found that the eportfolio tool added any worthwhile functionality. Overall however she reported that her confidence had increased and that she used ICT more as a result of course study.
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