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Learners’ experiences of e-learning 

A briefing for the PVC Network: e-learning Special Interest Group

Background

This paper draws on findings from the ‘Learners’ experiences of e-learning’ (LExel) projects, funded by the JISC e-Learning Programme since spring 2006. Phase 1 involved a survey of existing research (Sharpe et al 2006) followed by two large studies (Creanor et al 2006, Conole et al 2006)
. A new JISC publication, In Their Own Words, synthesising the outcomes of Phase 1 will be launched at ALT-C on 4 September. This publication includes a CD-ROM which gives access to the research reports, a series of short guides summarising key messages for different sectors and roles and the five learner voice video case studies. The aim is not just to inform about the outcomes of studies, but also to provide institutions with resources and guidelines to commence their own research into learners’ experiences of e-learning. The SIG has already received and discussed an institutional briefing paper based on the findings of this phase (25 April 07).
Phase 2 was launched in March 2007 with seven studies focused on different areas of the learning experience, and a concurrent support and synthesis project. This second phase continues the emphasis on innovative methodologies to capture learners’ changing experiences. A summary of these projects, their research questions and proposed outcomes is included for consideration by the SIG. This document does not record institutional surveys of learners’ perceptions of e-learning, which are being carried out at most of the participating institutions alongside the qualitative research.
What questions can we answer now?
Not all of the questions posed by the SIG meeting on 27 April are within the scope of the second phase of LExel or even amenable to an evidence-based response (i.e. they are philosophical or terminological in nature). However, the following answers can tentatively be proposed.
(a) Is the technology about doing things differently, or is it just a tool to do the same things in different ways, i.e. is the pedagogy the same as it was 20 years ago?
The Design for Learning programme commissioned a report into exactly this issue, viz whether models of and approaches to pedagogy need to be updated in the light of the new technologies
. The conclusion was a qualified ‘yes’, not because learners have fundamentally changed but because the creation, circulation, valuation and use of knowledge have changed. The introduction to Rethinking Pedagogy for a Digital Age
 states that:
[While we need to] situate discussions about the new technologies for learning firmly within established educational discourse, we also contend that these technologies represent a paradigm shift with specific and multiple impacts on the nature of knowledge in society, and therefore on the nature of learning. In rethinking pedagogy for the digital age we are not trying to define some new aspect or area of the discipline: we are trying to rearticulate the entire discipline in this new context.

The ‘new’ pedagogy is not therefore a matter of offering learners the technologies they are likely to use in the knowledge economy – these, like the knowledge itself, are subject to rapid change. Rather it involves an apprenticeship in new kinds of knowledge practice. These practices will differ depending on the subject area or professional discipline in which learners seek to become proficient, but are likely to include some or all of:

· Information literacies 
· Strategies for meta-learning, including learner-blended learning and using technologies to fit learning into one’s lifestyle
· New modes of reasoning and problem-solving

· New kinds of content creation, including interactive consumption and collaborative knowledge-building 

· Horizontal (peer-supported) learning and contribution to communities of learning, e.g. through social tagging, peer review

(Beetham and Sharpe, 2007)

In support of the contention that new technologies change what it means to learn, several entirely new pedagogical approaches seem to have emerged in the last twenty years. To take just two, ‘computer supported collaborative learning’ (or networked learning) builds on the capacity of digital networks to support collaborative knowledge building
, while ‘designing for learning’ focuses on learning activities and combines the rubrics of educational design with an awareness of the need for contextualisation, iterative improvement, and responsiveness to learners’ needs. The JISC e-learning programme has taken a lead in bringing new pedagogical approaches to teaching staff, both through the production of guidelines, exemplars and publications and through the development of tools to support learning design in practice
.
(b) do we know how students are learning?  We all talk about the use of Myspace, Youtube, Blogs, Wikis, Podcasting etc, but what does this mean in practice to student learning?
We don’t yet know enough about how students are learning, though we’re trying to find out more. We know that (young) learners are spending a lot of their social time in online social spaces, and we can be sure they are learning things from this experience. We know that the ‘underworld’ of social interaction that has always been part of students’ learning strategies is shifting to MySpace or Facebook, and to txt, MSN and skype. And we know that learners are sharing their work to a greater extent than ever before, due to the freedom of distribution and the inherently social nature of the technologies they use. Many, if not yet most, learners are exploiting technologies such as social tagging to gain advantages in their studies – advantages which are being lost to learners with lesser skills.
It is less clear how these technologies can be used to support teaching and learning in more structured, formal and accredited contexts. Quite apart from the challenges posed to institutional infrastructures, there are fundamental reasons why borrowing the technology may not mean simply borrowing the benefits. For example:

· The meaning of an online space changes as soon as it is hosted, sanctioned or mandated by an institution
· The value of peer-created content is different in important ways from the value ascribed to established or evidence-based knowledge by academic institutions
· Therefore peer-created content goes against many established assessment practices (it may be that assessment practices need to change)
· Pedagogies of collaboration also place great strain on assessment strategies: there are no simple means of establishing criteria for group assessment, and there is often resistance from professional bodies, institutional systems, and from learners themselves

· Reliance on user-owned and -controlled technology always introduces new forms of inequality, perpetuating the digital divide that already exists among learners
· ‘User-created’ content is not usually ‘user-owned’ – most social networks claim IPR over hosted materials even if in practice they do not exploit this

· While some web 2.0 communities can be effectively replicated on an institutional scale, others only work because they are global, or have a very large critical mass of users
· Cultures and practices in some online social spaces (including spaces defined by mobile phones) present a challenge to institutions charged with raising young people’s aspirations and ensuring their safety

· Young people don’t want lecturers in ‘theirspace’

· …

These observations don’t allow institutions to ignore the changing experiences and skills of their learners, but they do make it a complex matter to support and exploit them. Once again we believe it is less about adopting the technologies than it is about enabling new practices of knowledge-creation and sharing, and designing new curricula around them. 
 (c) If students do learn differently, then how can staff exploit this fact?

This seems to be a question about capacity building and staff development rather than about the learner experience. There are already innovative teachers – and institutions – making effective use of web 2.0 capabilities: for example

· Wikis to promote and support collaborative knowledge building; 

· Blogs to aid reflection in professional and vocational subjects
;

· Podcasting and vidcasting of lectures to support anytime access;

· Use of media sharing sites rather than institutional intranets, e.g. for collaborative projects and peer review of creative work;

· Use of student mentors within social spaces (e.g. Facebook)
;

· Social tagging of resources within a cohort or project team;

· Meeting with learners in a virtual world (e.g. Second Life) to experiment with the educational possibilities of that space
.

There are also important technical advances in web 2.0 which speed up the kinds of development that support educational innovation: so for example it is now much easier to design and distribute small-scale applications (‘widgets’) for use in learning, to consume and remix educational content from a variety of sources, to update content dynamically using syndication, to exploit online tools for basic functionality (e.g. Writely and iRows instead of MS Word and Excel) removing some barriers to access, and so on. The number of teachers making direct use of this functionality is extremely small: the number of learners doing so is also small but may be relatively larger and growing more quickly (see for example the DEMOS report TheirSpace
 for a discussion of school-age digital pioneers).

The LExel Support and Synthesis project is tasked with producing guidelines for a range of stakeholders, including academic staff, as an outcome of the Phase II research projects (see also resources from Phase 1). In advance we can define several areas that may be ripe for exploitation:

· Acknowledging and validating students’ use of social technologies to learn informally, and to support good habits of study

· Using skilled content creators and communicators as peer tutors, for example in multi-skilled project teams (the ethos of web 2.0 promotes horizontal learning of this kind)

· Using external content sharing sites to support activities such as peer review, collaborative content creation, sharing of research data, collation of evidence for upload to e-portfolio or assessment management system…

· Genuinely research-based learning using the many research services built on web 2.0 technologies

· Using institutionally-hosted web 2.0 services such as wikis, social tagging, content sharing, to support collaborative knowledge-building

· Using blogs to support reflection and help integrate learning across home, work and campus settings

· Using discipline- or activity-specific widgets to support learning within the VLE, or at least within the firewall (requires knowledge of what’s out there, and support from local ICT team)

· Explicitly supporting the development of learners’ skills, strategies and aptitudes for e-learning.

This last point is a necessary counter-balance to the view of highly-skilled e-learners being exploited as an institutional resource. Some learners are far ahead of their institutions in terms of strategies for learning, knowledge-creation, online participation and self-expression: others are struggling with the basic skills. Open learning on the web does not mean equal learning, and we see the digital divide getting deeper if skills for e-learning are not addressed at all levels of institutional provision
.
What questions do we still need to answer, and what is the best way of going about this?

Many of the answers above are provisional, based on very small samples or incomplete research. There is much work still to do. In particular, we still need to discover how learners value the technologies they are being offered by their institutions, and how they really want their learning to be supported. We know from phase 1 LExel that:

· Learners have high expectations of institutional technologies wrt access, communication, consistency and functionality – the greater the expertise, the higher their expectation
· Learners expect to be able to personalise institutional technologies and to use personal technologies in the institutional environment

· The Internet is the primary resource for reference: sites such as wikipedia are often first port of call, but closely followed by JSTOR, Google Scholar, TDNet…

· Communication technologies most used by learners are also often outside institutional control (mobile phones, skype, chat): there is an ‘underworld’ of social networking in support of learning

We know of institutions in which learners are very highly networked – at the University of Oxford, for example, 91% (of over 1000 respondents to a recent survey) had a profile on Facebook or a similar social site. Again, though, the numbers who were actively blogging, authoring, podcasting etc were much smaller than the numbers registered as ‘users’ of these services. We also see examples of learners being introduced to Web 2.0 technologies through formal study, which only then do they use in what one participant called her ‘not-learning’ life. All our studies to date suggest that the differences among learners are at least as important as any general trend: the question ‘what do learners want?’ has as many answers as there are learners. Perhaps a better question would be ‘what do learners (really) need?’ to help them develop effective skills, strategies and habits of learning for post-compulsory education and for the world beyond. 
Key questions identified for LExel Phase 2 are:

· How do learners experience e-learning, including the affective quality of that experience? What impact do course-level and institutional practices have on this experience? 

· What are the critical choices learners make with respect to their use of technologies for learning? 
· What practices, habits and patterns of use emerge from these choices? What impact do different patterns of use have on learners’ experiences of learning?

· What are the critical moments in learners' changing relationships with learning, and with technology? 

· How can we define 'effectiveness' as a learner in a technology-rich (Web 2.0?) environment? What are the relevant skills, strategies, aptitudes and approaches?

· How do learners integrate and personalise their: formal and informal learning strategies, personal and institutional technologies, online and offline social networks, academic and peer-created knowledge? What role can/should be played by institutional technologies and policies?

These have been translated into a number of focused research questions which the projects will be addressing with a range of cohorts, methods and sampling strategies (see Summary Document included with this Briefing Paper). Participative methods are being emphasised as a means of encouraging learners to see their experiences holistically, including informal learning and the use of technologies not sanctioned by their institution. Some projects are explicitly looking at learners’ use of social software. 
The JISC has recently published a report on educational uses of web 2.0 content
, and are apparently considering an inventory of web 2.0 services currently used in teaching and learning. This would help to enrich our understanding of what learners are actually being offered. We look forward to triangulating these results with findings from the LExel projects about how learners are using their own and their institution’s technologies: for finding things out, finding people to talk to, content sharing, content creation, maintaining their online profiles and identities, and no doubt even designing their own curricula…
� Briefing prepared by Helen Beetham, consultant to the JISC e-learning programme: helen.beetham@tiscali.co.uk 


� All available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_learneroutcomes.aspx" ��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_learneroutcomes.aspx� along with other background material


� Available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_outcomes.aspx" ��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_outcomes.aspx� 


� Beetham and Sharpe (eds), 2007: Routledge. The book is strongly influenced by the work of the Design for  Learning programme.


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/" ��http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/� 


� Outcomes of the Design for Learning programme, and materials from the Effective Practice in e-Learning workshops (based on these outcomes) are available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_outcomes.aspx" ��http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_outcomes.aspx�


� … though they may be happy to find peer tutors and mentors there – see the University of Sheffield project referenced below.


� Pebblepad, a blog-based e-portfolio system developed at the University of Wolverhampton, interfaces with e.g. MySpace and Flickr to allow upload of evidence from these sites


� Currently being pioneered at the University of Sheffield


� Edinburgh, Lancaster, Sheffield Hallam and the Open University are among UK HEIs with a formal presence in SL.


� This report, available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/theirspace" ��http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/theirspace�, along with Futurelab's (2007) report on Social Software (http://www.futurelab.org.uk/resources/documents/opening_education/Social_Software_report.pdf) have been extremely influential in the schools sector.


� Maggi Savin-Baden et al (2007: ‘Lurking on the threshold: being learners in silent spaces’ ICCE3) have written of the ‘liminal’ learning that takes place when formal and informal contexts are allowed to intersect, and when learners are allowed to use ‘fun’ and ‘edgy’ encounters to push the boundaries of what they think they know.


� See Beetham and Sharpe (2007), Future Learners, Future Learning for more detail of the skills, strategies and attributes learners need in a highly networked digital environment (available from the author).


� Franklin et al (2007), available at: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/digital_repositories/web2-content-learning-and-teaching.pdf
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