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	Section One: Summary

	Provide an overview of the project to date, highlighting key developments, deliverables/outputs and achievements for the reporting period. This section may be used to inform the Programme Advisory Group, and may also provide the basis for an update to inform the sector about the project.

The Thema project is investigating the academic and social lives of Master’s students at Oxford University and the role that digital technologies play in their experiences. We have been following more than 60 Master’s students on taught full-time (one-year) and part-time (two-year) programmes in the Departments of Education, Medical Sciences and Continuing Education from October 2007 to September 2008. The programmes are in three modes: full-time face-to-face (FT-F2F), part-time face-to-face (PT-F2F), and part-time blended (online + face to face: PT-blended).

The current reporting period has been taken up with the final – and the most demanding – stages of data collection. We have completed all the rounds of email updates, conducted 22 hour-long interviews, and designed and administered three versions of the reflective survey for the different modes of learning (the third version, for the PT-blended students, is still underway at the time of reporting). Narrative case studies (the key project deliverables) are currently being compiled from 12 of the case-study students, but qualitative data from all 22 will be used in the project outputs.

Also during this reporting period the project team has received a third visit from the Support & Synthesis project, and has given a presentation at the annual e-learning conference organised by the University of Greenwich.

The project has been more successful than expected and has received an extension (although without additional funding) to 28th February 2009, in part to accommodate the additional data collected.

	Section Two: Activities and Progress

	Report on activities in support of project objectives for the reporting period. 

Briefly explain any changes to the overall approach outlined in the project plan. Note any changes to the project team, aims, objectives, deliverables, milestones or the Project Steering Group. If appropriate, attach an amended copy of the relevant sections of your project plan.
Changes:

The overall approach of the project remains the same, although the extension to 28/02/09 (see below) means that the reporting schedule has changed. A revised set of work packages was submitted to the Programme Manager in early September, with work package 8 (interviews and data analysis) split in two parts, as it had become rather complex. The number and nature of the deliverables have also changed, as explained in Section Three.

The project team has now been reduced to two researchers: Liz Masterman and Jane Alexen Shuyska. The implications of this are outlined in Section Six.

Activities:

The data collection activities have already been outlined in Section One. 

We have been conducting a formative analysis of the data throughout, but this was always aimed at refining the research questions and identifying additional, unexpected themes raised by individual students, thus giving us the opportunity to explore them with the cohort at large. We therefore always intended to discard the formative findings and conduct a second analysis.

We had deliberately recruited more case-study students than necessary, to allow for attrition and variations in the quantity and quality of their contributions In selecting which 12 of the 22-strong case-study group we would develop into full narrative case studies, we aimed for a minimum of one per programme. We used a scoring system to rate the value of individual students’ contributions to the themes which we identified in our formative analysis of the data from the email updates and surveys. However, this did not take into account the discrepancies with the data from interviews: some students who had written little opened up dramatically in the face-to-face interview. The final decisions were made with reference to the research questions and additional emergent themes, and we selected students who had made a particularly interesting (though not necessarily representative) contribution in one or more of those areas.

We are now in the process of distilling each of the 22 students’ contributions into:

· A structured 6-10 page summary of direct quotations and 3rd-person narrative interpretations by us, grouped under the key research questions and themes. This summary will be used as the source of qualitative data attributed to the student in our reports and publications. In essence, this activity constitutes our second phase of data analysis.

· If selected, a 3-4 page narrative case study that gives a general overview of the student’s year but focuses on the research questions/themes of which their data are particularly illustrative. The case study uses a subset of the data collated in the summary document.

Both documents are being sent to students for their approval, with the option for them to change or remove any material.

Rationale for extension to the project:

Permission to extend the project to 28/02/09 was sought, and received, for these reasons:

· The participation and retention of more students than expected, which has resulted in a larger volume of data to analyse than originally envisaged;

· The extension of data collection from the PT-F2F and PT-Blended students until October in order to allow for the summer holidays and to capture the PT-Blended students’ retrospective thoughts on their 5-week summer residential session;

· Time needed during the autumn to write two papers for publication;

· Overlap with the TEL-2 Learning Design Support Environment project led by Diana Laurillard, which started on 1st September and is scheduled to take 75% of Liz Masterman’s time.

	Section Three: Outputs, Outcomes and Deliverables

	Which of your agreed outputs are ready for dissemination? When are the others expected to be ready? Are you collaborating with any of the other projects in the programme on any outputs?

Which outputs would you particularly value feedback on from the Support & Synthesis team?

We are no longer producing a comprehensive project report covering method and findings. Instead, we will write a methodology report, a technology-focused analysis and a series of activity-oriented “thematic briefings,” each of which will cover either a research question or a specific theme that was not addressed by one of the original research questions but has emerged during the project. These reports will draw on qualitative data from the 22 summary documents (see Section Two), and on quantitative and qualitative responses from the initial and reflective surveys.

Also, we no longer perceive that there is any value in producing detailed reports on each of the three surveys; rather, we feel that the time is better spent using the data to contextualise the qualitative data in the thematic analyses, and in the technology-focused analysis. We will, however, produce “clean” sets of the data from each survey.
Expected schedule for the release of outputs:
· “Day in the Life” reports (narrative or tabular): 30/11/08 (NB Some narratives were made available to the Support & Synthesis project for use in a workshop at Alt-C 2008; however they were not for general dissemination.)
· Data for the learner profiles being compiled by the Support & Synthesis project: 30/11/08
· “Clean” survey data: 31/12/08
· Case studies: 31/12/08 
· Methodology report: 28/02/09
· Data collection instruments: PDF versions of all surveys are currently available on the project Website. It is not practicable to make all the questions for the email updates and interviews available, as these were crafted for individual students and cohorts. However, the rationale and generic questions will be included in the methodology report.
· Thematic briefings, technology analysis, internal reports to Oxford (academic, technical): early January onwards (topics and production schedule to be decided late November/early December)

	Section Four: Dissemination

	Provide details of any activities or events which have involved liaison or collaboration outside the project consortium, including key project stakeholders. Attach or provide URLs for any appropriate dissemination or presentation materials.

Outline any publicity the project received during the reporting period.

What responses are you receiving from the dissemination you are doing? Which groups are interested in your findings? 
Dissemination activities:
The intensive nature of data collection during this reporting period means that dissemination activities have been limited to the following:

08/07/08: Greenwich E-learning Conference 2008. Liz Masterman & Jane Shuyska gave presentation titled: Masters of the digital age? A study of the (e-)learning experiences of taught postgraduate students and the implications for scaffolding teachers’ engagement with technology, focusing on students’ varying use of tools.

29/07/08: The Thema team hosted a “round table” of five projects at Oxford which are investigating different aspects of the learner experience, including the JISC-funded “Isthmus” project and the 3-year study funded by Becta and conducted at the Dept of Education. This provided an opportunity to share methodologies, preliminary findings and challenges. Themes discussed included:
· The broad spectrum of ages and levels of engagement with technology being investigated
· Agency – students’ perceptions of their self-efficacy and control of their learning

· Concern over whose voices we are hearing (e.g. are they primarily “middle-class, tech-savvy kids”?)
· Concern with finding out students’ authentic learning needs and how they are appropriating technology to address those needs

· Models of engagement with the internet: identity vs communication; residents vs visitors

We were not entitled to submit a proposal for a short paper to Alt-C 2008 as Liz Masterman is co-editor of abstracts. The same is true for the 2009 conference

Forthcoming activities:

9-11/12/08: Liz Masterman is presenting a paper at the SRHE Conference in Liverpool: Student experience in the context of potentially conflicting commitments to academic work, employment, domestic labour and ‘free’ time, drawing largely from the experiences of our part-time students.

December 2008: We will present the project at a showcase of e-learning projects at a session of the MSc E-learning course in the Department of Education.
December 2008: Liz Masterman and Jane Shuyska will contribute a chapter on “Demographic diversity in learners and its relationship with technology” to Listening to Learners, a volume edited by Rhona Sharpe, Helen Beetham and Sara de Freitas.

We envisage one more conference paper and at least one more academic paper. We will also approach the and the Department of Education and the Oxford Learning Institute (staff development group) to explore the possibility of giving seminars as part of their respective regular programmes.

	Section Five: Evaluation

	Provide brief details of progress in terms of the development and implementation of the project evaluation plan.
Students’ experiences:
The evaluation plan envisaged two evaluation measures:

a)
The collection of data from a minimum of 50 students. Retention rates have been much higher than expected: 22 out of the 23 case-study students stayed with us through to the interview (one student had to take a break in her studies), and 39 (80%) of the 49 original “survey-only” students in the FT-F2F and PT-F2F modes completed the reflective, as well as the initial, survey. The reflective survey of the PT-Blended students was still under way at the time of reporting; this cohort includes 6 “survey-only” students. 

As already noted, the quantity and quality of students’ written and oral contributions has varied, and so the decision to over-recruit has proved a wise one.

b)
At least 4-5 specific episodes of data collection from 12-20 students. As recorded in the April report, we reduced the number of email rounds to 4 with the FT-F2F and PT-F2F students. As envisaged in that report, we also lowered the number of rounds to 3 with the PT-Blended students, as the January start to the course and the brevity of the online taught component of the course reduced the range of experiences that could be explored.

Formative evaluation of project:
Although the team has not had a formal project meeting since April, we have met frequently to plan each of the interviews, determine our approach to data analysis and iron out problems as we tackle the case studies themselves (sometimes working together for a day). The original project plan envisaged the use of Activity Theory as an analytical framework, but our attempts to apply it at a fine-grained level revealed it to be too rigid and not sufficiently comprehensive for our needs. It may, however, be applicable at a higher level of analysis: e.g. for characterising the differing demands on students’ time as a conflict between activities.
Designing individual data collection instruments for each student has resulted in the targeted collection of data that has kept the volume under control. We have also taken care to allow for the unexpected and, through our “agile” approach to design, have been able to explore new issues raised by individual students with the others in the cohort and, thus, to determine the extent to which they are shared or unique within the sample. We have also been able to incorporate requests from colleagues within OUCS: e.g. to ascertain the extent to which students are adopting Mac in preference to Windows technology (information which will indicate whether more Help desk staff need to acquire Mac skills), and to find out about a particular aspect of students’ online search strategies (requested by a colleague conducting her own research into the area).

However, as a consequence of our focus on design, we have neglected the quantitative data collected in our surveys, and much of this remains incompletely analysed. We have therefore dropped the detailed reports on the individual surveys from our list of outputs in favour of providing the results in tabulated format and integrating the analysis into the summative outputs (thematic briefings, technology-focused analysis) – which is arguably where it will be more useful.

	Section Six: Issues and Challenges

	Report on issues or problems that are impacting on the development and implementation of the project. Detail what impact any issues may have on the achievement of project targets, and set out how you plan to tackle these issues. Report on any unexpected project achievements.

The high retention rate has been an unexpected achievement, but has brought with it a challenge in the form of a large volume of data: almost double the amount originally envisaged. We are currently experiencing a bottleneck as we have only two members of staff working on the project for a total of 3-4 days a week (including project management-related tasks), but we have informed the students of the delay in processing their materials, and our own morale remains good despite the heavy workload. Since we have taken the time to develop a reasonably efficient modus operandi vis-à-vis the case studies, it would not make sense to recruit a third party at this late stage.
Another potential issue is losing contact with individual students and, thus, failing to secure their approval. We have taken pains to ensure that we have alternative (i.e. personal) email addresses, especially for those students who have moved away from Oxford (even back to their home country). We have also made payment conditional on receiving students’ approval to use their material.

	Section Seven: Support

	What contact have you had with the programme manager or with the synthesis and support team since the previous report? Please comment on the value of this. 
What other contact have you had with other projects in the programme? Please 
comment on the value of this. 
Do you have any specific requests for the support and synthesis team as they embark on the national dissemination workshops? 

We received a third visit from the Support & Synthesis project in early June, and the following day participated in the third Support & Synthesis visit to the PB-LXP project. This was our first individual meeting with another project in the programme, and it was helpful to compare the experiences of part-time learners. However, a hoped-for collaboration on a paper for the SRHE conference did not materialise (fortunately, our “solo” proposal was successful: see Section Four). The BLUPS project asked Liz Masterman to join their advisory group, but a meeting did not take place and we have recently learned that the project has been curtailed.
Since our summative data analysis is only just under way, it is proving difficult for us meet the requests of the Support and Synthesis project regarding outputs and recommendations. We would therefore ask for their forbearance.


Please note the interim reports, including attachments, will be made available on the JISC website and on the programme wiki with the budgetary information removed.
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