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What is an iPod touch?
An iPod® touch is a pocket-sized media player and Wi-Fi mobile platform with a multi-touch screen designed for accessing resources on the web and viewing multimedia productions such as films. Like the iPod, the touch provides access to online resources in multiple locations, including academic content available free via the iTunes U service.
Background

The BSc (Hons) degree in applied sport science at Southampton Solent University prepares students for roles associated with participation and performance in sport. Students’ professional, technical and ethical skills are developed in parallel with their understanding of the theory of physiology, psychology and biomechanics. Students’ ability to carry out procedures competently and ethically forms the basis of their professional accreditation by the British Association of Sport and Exercise Sciences (BASES). 

Students join the course from a variety of backgrounds – directly from college or school with BTEC National Diploma or A-level qualifications, from access programmes or via non-traditional routes. 

Challenge

Some aspects of the training for a second-year unit – application of fitness testing and training – take place in real-life contexts. Students practise their professional skills by testing athletes at the university and, in some cases, working with patients referred for treatment by general practitioners, physiotherapists or chiropractors. For this purpose, students may need to use apparatus such as the Med-X lumbar extension machine, which isolates movement in the lower back to explore the causes of chronic lower back pain. To operate the apparatus, students need to follow a complex set of procedures carefully; client safety is of high importance and students must work within the BASES code of conduct. 

It is only by working in an authentic context that students are able to acquire the cultural and professional practices to be more readily integrated into a community of practice or field of science; through such real-life interactions, students develop a complex set of interpersonal, ethical and professional skills. However, the learning process must not place students or their clients at risk. 
Transforming practice

To help students develop their expertise in a new role, video tutorials have been created with assistance from a centralised university support team. These rich media learning resources have been funded under the HEFCE Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund (TQEF) and their use has been the subject of a pilot scheme during 2008. Tutorials that can be played on handheld devices provide the added benefit of just-in-time learning – students in workplace contexts learn by doing and need training materials that are accessible at the point of need. Thus, for ease of access, the video tutorials have been formatted to play on commonly used mobile phones as well as on an Apple® Mac® or PC and, for the purposes of the pilot scheme, on an iPod touch®. 

The applied sport science team are also working in conjunction with the medical school at the University of Southampton to produce interactive video tutorials that can be used on the wards by medical students. Here again, students have to perform with a high level of competence while still undergraduates, and having a video tutorial on hand can help students to avoid mistakes that may compromise patient safety. Since the iPod touch does not currently support interactive Flash-based resources, a notebook computer is preferred in this context. 
e-Learning advantage

The aim of the video tutorials has not been to replace the tutor but to facilitate the development of professional skills in a real-life context. The voice of a tutor talking the students through activities instils confidence but also ensures that their training can be translated into consistent, reliable, professional practice:

‘Our aim is to give students exposure to real patients and clients while they are learning – there is no better way to learn. Part of our function is to prepare students for the outside world. We don’t see the videos as something students should be relying on to know what to do next, but rather as a failsafe mechanism to ensure their competence when working in a new professional role.’ Dr Stewart Bruce-Low, senior lecturer in applied sport science, Southampton Solent University
Mobile devices enable learning to be timely as well as relevant. In this and other respects, student surveys have showed that the iPod touch is fit for purpose – student feedback shows that watching the video tutorials on an iPod touch compared well with doing so on a desktop computer. Most students also found it ‘easy’ (although not ‘very easy’) to use the device to locate resources on the VLE and even to read text. However, the iPod outshone the desktop computer in terms of convenience, with all students taking part in the pilot agreeing that access to the device had enhanced their learning experience. Students valued the capacity of the mobile device to support:

· Just-in-time learning – access to on-the-spot tutorials before or during practical activities

· Opportunities for brief, focused research or revision – a mobile device offers a convenient means of searching for online resources to answer an immediate need 
· Access to learning resources in ‘dead time’ – during breaks or while travelling 

· Reinforcement of knowledge and skills – playing back tutorials at any time to test recall of the detail and improve accuracy
· Social learning – the iPod touch is Wi-Fi enabled, allowing students to access the video tutorials around campus, in the parks surrounding the university, and in a selection of cafés and bars around the city; in such contexts, learning is more likely to involve groups than individuals
The Wi-Fi functionality of the iPod touch has also opened up some new learning strategies:

· Those in the pilot group have begun to use the device for broader self-directed learning, for example accessing resources on the university’s Moodle-based VLE, myCourse, and browsing the internet from any Wi-Fi-enabled location on the campus and outside. Students’ learning has become contingent and flexible: ‘I found the iPod very useful in areas where I didn’t have a computer at hand or if I wanted to just refresh my memory instead of going through a login process on a computer.’ Sport science student, Southampton Solent University
· The iPod touch has helped students develop strategies for more efficient learning. Some of the sports science students found that downloading notes during a lecture meant they could annotate them as the lecture proceeded. Students could cross-reference what was being said with resources on the VLE or the internet, and access the presentation later for reflection or revision. Once students discovered how to access presentations on their iPods, engagement with other aspects of their course increased: ‘I want to check the slides for lectures of other units as well.’ Sport science student, Southampton Solent University
· The iTunes U section of the Apple music downloading service is prompting academics and universities in Europe and the USA to make and distribute free video and audio material – for example, lectures by leading experts – for use on iPods. This is a further potential role for an iPod or iPod touch in education.
Accessibility
Multimedia resources that can be used at the point of need are particularly valuable for students with poor memory or time management skills, or those who have a visual learning preference. For one student who experienced difficulty with the course during the pilot, the video tutorials made the difference between passing and failing:

‘A student who was in danger of failing the unit has reached what I would describe as a competent level by replaying the video tutorials in his own time. This built up his confidence, so that he has been able to perform better.’ Dr Stewart Bruce-Low, senior lecturer in applied sport science, Southampton Solent University 
For students with visual impairment, the video tutorials have an audio track, which students in general found helpful: ‘With the sound, it show[s] key points in the practicals really well.’ Sport science student, Southampton Solent University
Lessons learnt

· Key learning resources such as PowerPoint® presentations and lecture notes need to be reformatted and exported as PDF files for use on the small screen; some frustration was recorded by students in the pilot scheme until this process was complete. 

· The iPod touch does not support currently Macromedia® Flash®. Therefore it is not possible to use the device for interactive resources.

· Within these constraints, students have found no difficulty in using the iPod touch for viewing video tutorials or for accessing reformatted online resources. In fact, 60% of the pilot group rated web access from their iPods as excellent. Students’ general satisfaction with the device as used in their learning is supported by their attainment on the unit: the iPod touch users obtained a higher mark on average (although not significantly) than other students (56.7 +/– 6.2% vs. 51.6 +/– 8.2%). Some students taking part in the pilot have acquired sufficient competence to be able to take on their own client caseload before graduation.

Key points for effective practice

· Multimedia resources accessible on mobile devices support situated learning and provide opportunities for reinforcement and revision. 

· An easy-to-use touch-screen device like an iPod touch offers benefits for all students, but can level the playing field for students with certain disabilities and those and those dependent on a visual learning style.
· For equality of access, video resources need to be available in multiple formats.

Learners’ perspectives

‘I have found [videos on] the iPod touch extremely beneficial to my learning experience. It has been useful to have that quick reference whilst performing practicals and also being able to access myCourse during lectures/seminars.’ Sport science student, Southampton Solent University

Future developments

Students joining the sport science degree course at Southampton Solent University are required to buy tracksuits and course textbooks at the outset. To sustain the use of the video tutorials beyond the pilot, an iPod touch may be added to the list of essential equipment to ensure that all students benefit from the video tutorials.
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