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Preparing learners for a digital world
University of Salford
What are Web 2.0 technologies? 
Web 2.0 technologies enable users to be contributors to the internet as well as consumers. Web 2.0 tools and services include media-sharing sites such as YouTube, social networking sites such as Facebook, collaborative publishing tools, such as wikis and blogs, and social bookmarking tools such as del.icio.us. 
Background
The BSc (Hons) in professional sound and video technology at the University of Salford is a course in production skills for the broadcast industry. Students, who are typically in their early 20s, aim to work full time as engineers, designers or technicians, or to supplement their incomes as performers or creative artists in multimedia with part-time production work. All entrants to the BSc conversion year have successfully completed a two-year HND course. 

A module in advanced multimedia taken in the final year refines students’ skills in print-based and computer-based applications by combining hands-on experience in basic programming and authoring tools with an understanding of the principles of good design. 
Challenge

Media production and distribution have undergone rapid change as a result of the impact of the internet and the emergence of Web 2.0 technologies. Now almost anyone can publish their work on the internet without knowledge of industry-standard production software. Module coordinator Helen Keegan recognised that the changing context of media production demanded a different approach. Preparing students for work in an environment influenced by a Web 2.0 culture – in which content can be shared freely but may be ‘mashed up’ with other content, used, shared and even repurposed – meant developing their understanding of how to operate appropriately and professionally within online communities. 
Transforming practice
Helen decided to redesign the module for two reasons:
Firstly, the industry has undergone significant change affecting both the production and distribution of media productions as a result of widespread access to the internet, yet students’ understanding of the issues surrounding publishing on the internet appeared limited. The online presence that students had developed for themselves prior to the course tended to be informal and showed little understanding of how to manage the ‘digital self’. Students seemed unaware that content they contributed to social networking sites such as MySpace might be checked by future employers or that online communication requires mastery of more than one linguistic register.  Furthermore, students’ expectations as consumers that they can download digital productions for free were at odds with their ambitions as future employees within the industry.
The second rationale behind the module redesign was to shift the locus of control between students and tutor, making both co-investigators into the impact of online environments. For example, sessions now involve quests in which students select content from blogs or media-sharing websites, followed by presentation and discussion led by the students. (Using NetSupport classroom management software, students are able to display their desktops on every screen in the lab when they present their selection of web pages to the whole group for discussion.) 
Taking responsibility for seeking out and presenting content sharpens students’ skills of observation and interpretation. For example, a presentation on three blog entries on a topic of a student’s choice can open up a range of discussions: how bloggers create their digital identities, how real-life events are reinterpreted and represented by others, and even whether students have a dependence on or prejudice about particular tools.  

Students’ presentations of their choice of YouTube videos lead to discussion about the way the videos have been made, the types of licence under which the items have been published, who ‘owns’ the videos once placed on YouTube, and how else the videos might subsequently be used. Students also explore issues of digital identity and ownership of material on the internet by researching internet-generated phenomena such as the ‘Star Wars kid’ – a Canadian teenager whose film of himself impersonating a Star Wars character was released on YouTube by his friends only to become the subject of a lawsuit: 

‘There is great value in bringing YouTube into the classroom. If students select an item for discussion, they have more ownership of the issues it presents, what else could be done with it, and potentially a better grasp of the viral nature of the web.’ Helen Keegan, lecturer in interactive media, School of Computing Science and Engineering, University of Salford 
Students write blogs as well to critically reflect, for example, on articles in the press. Helen suggests (but does not insist on) the use of WordPress as a blogging tool so that those who have completed modules on programming earlier in the course can investigate the code behind this customisable, open source tool. A key objective is for students to experience and critically evaluate the functionality and value of a variety of tools, so that they are able to make informed decisions about which tools to work with:

‘The sessions themselves were pretty fast-paced, using various media and mixing talking, demonstrations, YouTube videos, group discussions and class exercises (e.g. ‘in 20 minutes find 3 blogs that you would subscribe to – doesn’t matter what it is as long as it’s something that really interests you’, then using NetSupport to let students sit at their PCs and talk the rest of the class through the blogs, considering design, functionality, content, audience, style etc. – in a sense they gave the class themselves, to one another…).’ Helen Keegan’s blog, Eduspaces, 11 December 2007 (http://eduspaces.net/holla/weblog)

The greatest enjoyment, however, is still found in the creative potential of technology. Students hone their skills as media producers on group research projects authored on wikis, which they present to one another via a web conference. These activities feed into an individual assignment carrying 50% of the assessment for the module entitled My digital self, for which students individually develop and design a website to showcase their work, including a CV and business card and RSS feeds. The assignment forms the crux of students’ learning about designing and publishing on the web and also enables students to develop a professional statement about themselves and their work in preparation for the real world of work; hosted on WordPress, the website can be found by any internet user, including a potential employer. 

The redesign of the module curriculum prepares students for working in an online environment so that they can more effectively use the internet as a platform for promoting their professional identities –what Helen describes as ‘bridging the divide between [students’] knowledge as producers and consumers (both theoretically and in terms of occupational practice), and between formal computing and new forms of social software.’ 
e-Learning advantage 

This case study shows how introducing social media into the classroom offers as many opportunities for critical reflection as it does for supporting collaborative enquiry and creativity beyond taught sessions. Search-and-present activities develop students’ critical and evaluative skills, pushing them towards questioning their choices and the authority and value of what they find online. Such exploration of how students distinguish between formal and informal uses of technology, and where the boundaries may be drawn, is relevant to any subject discipline that engages students in collaborative or creative computer-based learning: 
‘It’s about being informed and making the right choices. We need to educate learners to make sound decisions.’ Helen Keegan, lecturer in interactive media, School of Computing Science and Engineering, University of Salford
Since the redesign of the module has created a shift in the locus of control in the direction of the learner, issues related to Web 2.0 technologies have been brought more effectively to the students’ attention. As a result, improved motivation and engagement is evident in comparison with previous cohorts – classes at 9 am on Mondays are no longer shunned by students, and attendance has improved overall. 
At the end of the 12-week module, the professional sound and video technology students are better informed and better prepared for working in a 21st century digital environment: ‘I want students to take ownership of their own learning, and to be exposed to the world-wide web, so that they become more aware of the issues of working beyond the “walled garden” of the institutional VLE.’ Helen Keegan, lecturer in interactive media, School of Computing Science and Engineering, University of Salford
Lessons learnt

· Difficulties of authenticating online assignments for summative assessment are reduced if tutors have continuous access to students’ work. For example, if blog entries are to be assessed, tutors need to take part themselves, firstly to help create the learning community and encourage participation, and then to monitor contributions. However, this has implications for the tutor’s workload.

Key points for effective practice

· Web 2.0 technologies provide rich and innovative opportunities for critical reflection. A platform-agnostic approach appears to foster greater learner autonomy.
· Using external websites as host platforms for production work, however, presents a potential risk. Such tools are not always supported by institutions, and students must take responsibility for the security and maintenance of their work by backing up files located outside the institution’s VLE. 

· Many agencies now see digital and information literacy as a priority for learners: in 2008, for example, JISC published Web2Rights – an online animated guide to issues relating to the use and reuse of content in Web 2.0 technologies - and, in 2009, a study of learning literacies in a digital age.

Learners’ perspectives
‘I want to carry on with my website. I loved the Web 2.0 stuff – it was all new. This module has really opened up doors for everyone’. John, professional sound and video technology student, University of Salford

‘I liked the fact that everything was applicable and real world, very useful in terms of employability/CV etc.’ James, professional sound and video technology student, University of Salford 
Future developments

The curriculum of the advanced multimedia module is currently being further developed into a module for MSc students on social media. Helen Keegan is working with colleagues at the University of Salford and elsewhere to identify ways in which practices in digital identity and digital literacy can be introduced across the disciplines.
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