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A student Case study

George (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 his early twenties and works as an ICT support officer in the fire rescue service. He works in a small office and sees getting a degree as essential for his long term career. He is taking a degree in Computing with Business and mentioned wanting to develop his skills in Java and other computer languages. His employer did support his study in terms of three days leave a year for purposes of study. In the final year of a degree course, he would be allowed five study leave days and planned to take it. He was only taking one course this year, and estimated his study time as about 20 to 25 hours a week.
ICT and learning effectiveness

The student had initially used the eportfolio tool developed for the Moodle platform at the OU, which is named MyStuff. However he found it slow to upload and as time pressures increased, had stopped using it. He could achieve the same results simply by doing activities and saving them to a Word file on his home laptop. He did see ICT as enabling him to study more effectively however, in terms of online access enabling him to use time for study wherever he was:

I think for me I find it beneficial because I can basically take my work along with me wherever I go. I quite often find I work in a friend’s house or a parent’s house or if I am in work. And if I am using things like MyStuff and the material is online, I don’t have to worry about preparing in the morning or carrying a whole load of books around, so it is useful when you are in a roaming environment…Generally wherever I am I have internet access. If I am going somewhere where I know I don’t I will take an off-line copy of all the web pages which I think I will be working on. So I will have a quick look over the work I am doing.

Learning how to use the wiki as part of collaborative activity had also been a positive learning experience. Students had been told to work in sub groups of about 10 to 12 and to agree on times when they would work on the wiki since the group product was part of the assessment. Initially students had been anxious to show which sections they personally had contributed:

…our group…was quite keen to tag the information that they put in there, accredit it to themselves. Just because wanting to clearly identify what contribution was made by themselves so that when it comes to the marking…they can see what they contributed…Throughout the course we’ve gradually tried to change so that people will add their contributions and be less conscious about marking what they have added, to justify it when it gets marked.

Organising the sub-group for purposes of creating the wiki document involved agreeing to use FirstClass at the same time in order to discuss sharing the work, a process that suggests that the group largely sub-divided the topics among themselves rather than jointly constructing a single document together. This is a familiar strategy for online collaborative work:
We’ve had an online synchronous chat through FirstClass, just to discuss really generally how we were proceeding as a group and also the wiki work. We’ve also …discussed on the tutor group forum…some people will say I’ll contribute with this and then someone else will say…I’ll look at this side of it…everyone just delved into their own area they were happy with and hopefully at the end of it produce a single document.

The design of the activity using the wiki was integrated into course assessment and it was evident from his comments that this student was aware of a varied level of contribution from students, with assessment probably playing a strong role in getting the level of contribution required:

There are a couple of people I would say contribute less. I think they do what they see as the minimum to be counted as having enough of an involvement for them to receive the marks that will be given to the whole group. ..if someone doesn’t have a certain level of contribution to the wiki you will fail that aspect of the last assignment. So a few people I would probably say are doing the least that they can, but what they do contribute is relevant you know.

A question about whether the wiki involved cooperation rather than full collaboration brought the response ‘difficult question’ and led the student to reflect on the process of responding online. While he personally tried to respond to all members of the group, it could lead to long and complicated messages and difficulty in finding the time to keep up to date with the discussion.

Generally speaking people do interact with everyone if possible. But then they become so in-depth and so large and go into such detail and it is more applicable that just a couple of people skip through it rather than everyone in the whole group. Sometimes if you don’t schedule it and miss it for a day, you’ve got a good hour  to hour and a half read, to catch up on what everyone is saying – so there is a lot of extra time for it.
This student also saw the tutor group forum as stimulating thinking and broadening views. He associated this particularly with contrasting opinions, and felt that students were willing to disagree:
I suppose it is just when people give their opinions and perspectives. If they are contradictory they may make you think about things from a different angle…people will agree and then say I understand where you are coming from but that is still not how I view it, so it is quite open and people don’t just agree for the sake of it, people still get their own opinions across. It is certainly useful in expanding your own understanding of the topic.
Another aspect of the course was its use of online activities. This student definitely saw these as an improvement on just reading about theories, in that he learned more and retained more by applying concepts to his own context and working through the activities presented online. Feedback, although not personalized for his response, he also picked out as a positive benefit of the online environment:

I think they make you apply a lot of the theories and concepts to your own experiences and I think if you’d just gone off and read them they would go straight over the top…and not really understand what you are reading…what was useful was because you were given this activity to begin with where they were asking you to look at a case study and then after your response, you could read the feedback. You could basically understand what kind of angle they were looking for. It is almost like having an answer to the question…angle they are going for, what they are asking you to do and how you should understand those kinds of ideas. Feedback is probably one of the most useful things; it gives you a base for the level of response you are giving. Whether it is in the right direction or not.

Although this student could be counted in age terms as one of the netgeneration and has ICT support as his job, he was evidently not interested in using the course Facebook group:

I really don’t have time for those kind of websites (laughs). I know there is a lot of additional things come along with the course, but the course itself takes up so much of my time, I basically just want to get the work done and not really have any additional involvement.

While he was positive overall about the ICT aspect of the course, he did report the impact of server unreliability on one occasion:

There was a period of five or six days…where the servers and the online activities were unavailable. Unfortunately this was one of the weeks I booked off work to catch up for that whole week and none of the resources were available online…they could not give you much information about what was being done…Working in IT I am not going to kick up a fuss about that really. I know exactly what it is like.

ICT and work/practice relationship

The student commented on the way that he - along with other students – is required by the course to incorporate his work experience into course study. He had chosen to complete an assignment for example on the introduction of an innovation in the workplace, which several others had also chosen. He had analysed the introduction of PDAs in his workplace. There had been a lot of discussion on the forums but he did not feel that anything directly beneficial to his work had been learned. He commented spontaneously on having learned how to use a wiki on the course, but did not think that his workplace would use it in future. There were too many restrictions on people to allow them to express opinions freely, as on a wiki. 

The main way in which he saw a beneficial impact on his work context was in terms of understanding how organizations work but this reflected the impact of the course as a whole, rather than the ICT element specifically.

I wouldn’t say it has helped with my actual work, but it has given me a greater understanding about what is going on behind the scenes of the organization and also the motives people may have and it has definitely helped anyway.

Similarly he felt that he had also learned something about collaboration that would transfer to his work context – but again more as a result of the course as a whole rather than the ICT tools specifically – though the way he talks about this aspect makes clear that online communication plays a strong role in his idea of the collaboration process:

I think it [collaborative working on the course] is transferable…one of the courses I’ve done is called distributed environments and there are a lot of things on that that I have applied to this course, like etiquette, the way you should hold yourself online and communicate with other people. That was quite useful, also the experience of working in a group is not the easiest and how you have to plan the best you can because regardless of whether you think you are on track, someone will always come along and upset that balance, with people working in such a distributed kind of dimension – there are always going to be problems.

His work experience and ICT skills were beneficial to his studies in that he was used to continual learning and adjustment:

I am quite used to adapting to a new kind of software which comes out and you have to be trained on…new bits of kit. So it’s just a case of learning new things as they come along – I’m used to doing that.
Summary

This student was studying for a degree and motivated by its benefits for his long term career. As an IT support person he was very comfortable with the course use of ICT. It is difficult to separate out the ICT tools from the impact of the course as a whole, which was positive. He valued being able to work on the course wherever he was. The wiki was a new tool that he had learned how to use, and while this would not directly transfer to his work context, he did see online communication as an important skill. He had also learned about collaborative working online and improved his skills in this area. He did see this as transferable. The availability of the course materials both online and via downloaded documents, the use of online activities and the forum discussions all played a positive role in the effectiveness of his learning. Study time and coping with all the assessment tasks required impinged on his willingness to use tools such as MyStuff and Facebook, that did not prove to have a strong enough role in the learning outcomes of the course to merit the time they would require. This student was also studying for an estimated 20 to 25 hours a week, which is some hours above the average time anticipated for this course – hence he was not trying to squeeze study into an unrealistically short time frame.
PAGE  
1

