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Rethinking learning resources
Birmingham City University

What is digital video?
Digital video resources meet a wide spectrum of educational needs, from illustrating what cannot be experienced firsthand to developing specialist skills. The in-house production of video for educational purposes has been made easier by portable digital cameras and digital editing software.
Background
At Birmingham City University, tutors teaching the mental health modules of nursing degree and diploma courses are designing digital video resources to help students develop the theoretical, personal and ethical skills that the profession demands.

With technical and pedagogic assistance from the Learning Technology Development Unit (LTDU), and subsequent funding from the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL), a suite of resources based around individual characters has been developed to form a virtual caseload of service users. The resources, located on the university’s VLE, Moodle, can be accessed by students whenever and wherever they want to study. 

Use of Moodle is now well embedded at the university: over 80% of academic staff at Birmingham City actively use Moodle to support their practice, and resources for over 3,000 modules are available to learners. The LTDU helps course teams develop sites on Moodle but also gives pedagogic guidance to ensure the most appropriate deployment of any technology. Currently, the LTDU is using Cheetah3D graphics software to create a virtual town – an innovative new development which opens up the prospect of multi-disciplinary learning and teaching based on simulations of real-world environments. 

Challenge

Students enrolling on the pre-registration nursing courses at Birmingham City come from a diversity of educational and social backgrounds and from a range of age groups. Many (but by no means all) have come into nursing at a later point in their careers and may have to balance study with family and part-time work commitments. Yet, despite their different starting points, all students aim, by the end of the course, to have acquired the complex range of skills needed to practise in accordance with the Nursing and Midwifery Council’s professional standards – for example, clinical practitioners need empathetic and communicative skills as well as expertise in diagnosing and monitoring symptoms and managing medication. 
Many students find it difficult to make the requisite connections between knowledge, reflection and practice. The student perspective tends to be one of discrete chunks of knowledge acquired module by module, yet for nurses, as with all medical professions, being able to bring skills and knowledge together is an important outcome of learning. Enabling students to respond more effectively in such complex situations has become a primary objective for the community mental health nursing module leader, Andrew Walsh:

‘People tend to acquire knowledge in a fragmented way and can be slow to make links between what they learn, when it is the quality of the connections that matter the most.’ Andrew Walsh, senior lecturer in mental health nursing, Birmingham City University
Transforming practice
Andrew divided the community mental health Moodle site into sections to build scenarios around the lives of typical service users. Each example comprises a video, performed by an actor depicting the fictional character or a family member, case notes and PowerPoint® presentations of underpinning theory, such as policy statements, points of law and clinical information. 
In some cases, opportunities for formative assessment reinforce and accelerate learning. Interactive resources developed in Adobe® Captivate®, for example, test out the consequences of decisions students make when dealing with a service users. The ‘softer’ skills of empathy and communication are the hardest to teach, and in this respect, video has proved invaluable: 

‘The need to engage with things on an emotional level is important for our students... yes, they do need the facts about research, government policy, NICE guidelines etc, but they are dealing with often hurt, troubled and traumatised people, and it is necessary to also try to consider the emotional aspects of this.’ Andrew Walsh, senior lecturer in mental health nursing, Birmingham City University
The virtual caseload can span different modules so that maximum benefit can be gained from the production of video resources. For example, Albert, an older man developing Alzheimer’s-type dementia, appears in a module on nursing care for older people with mental health problems, while his wife Vera and son Mark are encountered in the community mental health care module.

e-Learning advantage 

Simulations of real-life situations situate learning within its ‘normal’ context to extend and test students’ developing abilities. Credible, coherently structured online resources that can form the basis for problem-solving activities are key to the success of this approach. 
At Birmingham City, tutors are now able to challenge their students more effectively during face-to-face sessions since opportunities for students to acquire information and check their understanding are provided within the suite of online resources. An actor in the role of a service user suffering from dementia might join a face-to-face session, for example, to make an unscheduled test of student nurses’ responses to a confused elderly man. Students then take the role of a clinical practitioner making decisions about the service user that take into account both his needs and those of his family, as experienced in the virtual caseload scenarios. Such designs not only promote active and authentic learning but also lead to opportunities for more challenging self-assessment by students, and more finely tuned formative feedback from tutors. 
The virtual caseload has had an impact on all aspects of assessment of the module. In a module assignment, students first study the information available about a character, and then participate in a session during which they take the role of a clinical practitioner summing up the issues, drawing up a care plan and discussing decisions relating to the treatment and management of the service user. To complete the assignment successfully, students need to draw on a wide knowledge base and show understanding of the ethical, social and wider family issues involved in a particular course of action. ‘Meeting’ the service users and listening to their accounts of their circumstances on video stops this from being purely a paper exercise: enactments on video prompt quite powerful emotive responses. The scenarios also provide a contextual background for viva voce assessments in which students are questioned about a character selected at random and are required to provide evidence to support their answers from the full spectrum of their learning. 

‘This is not an automated version of what we can do in face-to-face teaching, but something that simply could not happen any other way – in the context of mental health problems, students need an environment in which they can come to understand the background issues that give rise to mental ill-health. Problem-based learning based around virtual resources such as these enables students to learn from their mistakes in safety.’ Prof Alan Staley, Head of LTDU, Birmingham City University

The service users’ narratives may also form the basis of innovative cross-disciplinary work if integrated into modules for other health-related courses, or used within disciplines in which mental health awareness is important. For example, a character suffering from anxiety and depression may be affected by his or her physical environment, which makes the fictional caseload relevant to the training of social workers, architects and town planners, as well as healthcare professionals.
The development of the virtual caseload has taken place over three years and has involved considerable background research with experts in the field. The initiative is engineering a shift in student engagement. Student evaluation data shows that ‘routine’ use of the resources has increased from 88% in 2007 to 100% in 2008. There has also been an 18% increase between 2007 and 2008 in the number of students who say they use the resources ‘a lot’, as opposed to ‘sometimes’. An increasing number also thought that the virtual caseload resources had helped them to understand clinical practice better (89% in 2008 as opposed to 84% in 2007).

Lessons learnt

· Problem-solving activities can be significantly enhanced by evidence on video: as a medium, video can evoke powerful affective responses but requires careful planning and attention to quality. The portrayal of mental ill-health is a sensitive issue, requiring both the script and the performance to be developed in conjunction with experts. The use of professional actors proved to be essential to avoid unconvincing and stereotypical, even prejudicial, portrayals, which could lose rather than gain credibility.

· Online resources need to be kept up to date. Videos are best used for core or immutable content – these resources cannot be altered, only re-made.

· Video and audio resources add value for the majority, but can pose additional challenges to learners with some disabilities. Transcripts or subtitles make these resources more widely accessible and should be provided in anticipation of need. 

· Students can play a part in the development of online resources to reduce costs and provide training opportunities. At Birmingham City, students on placement from media and communications courses at the university have helped with filming the video resources. However, paid work for the institution by students on part-time contracts needs to be approved by HR departments.

Key points for effective practice

· Online resources, however effective, do not replace good quality teaching, but play a part within an effective design. However, it is both more engaging and appropriate for students to learn professional skills through virtual scenarios and role play. 

· Problem-based learning scenarios based around virtual resources enable students to learn from their mistakes in safety.

· Simulations can be significantly enhanced by evidence on video; as a medium, video can evoke powerful affective responses but requires careful planning and attention to quality.
· Digital resources may have applications beyond their immediate context of use: sharing of resources creates the potential for creative pedagogic approaches, including cross-disciplinary learning and teaching.

Learners’ perspectives

‘This was really good. I can link theory and practice together more easily... It would be useful to still be able to access it after we have qualified.’ Janet, mental health nursing student, Birmingham City University

Future developments

The fictional caseload will be located together with resources from a range of disciplines – for example, law, social work, town planning and criminology – within a virtual town, Shareville, that replicates the features of an inner city environment. The virtual town is currently under development in a Macromedia® Flash® and is designed to integrate with rather than replace resources on the VLE. 
The LTDU has explored the use of work placements and one-year contracts for graduates of media and communications courses to work on the development of this innovative cross-disciplinary resource.
Further reading

Clarke, V. & Walsh, A. (2009) Fundamentals of Mental Health Nursing, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

To view examples of the fictional service user video clips and related resources, visit Oxford University Press Online Resource Centre – www.oup.com/uk/orc/bin/9780199547746
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