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This publication showcases nine 
projects from the JISC Users and Innovation 
Programme which presented papers at the 

15th annual Association for Learning Technology 
Conference (ALT-C) in September 2008.

The JISC Users & Innovation Programme is a 
£4.75M development investment funded by the 
Higher Education Funding Council for England, which 
aims to transform practice in UK higher education by 
developing technologies and innovative processes 
based on the needs of individual users working within 
institutions across multiple domains.

The programme has funded 23 major projects and 
a wide range of benefits realisation and community 
development activities.

Emerge is the support and synthesis project for the 
Users and Innovation Programme. The aim of the 
Emerge Project is to support the JISC’s forming of 
an “effective and sustainable community of practice” 
(CoP) around user engagement processes. The 
Emerge Project runs a networking website and 
organises activities to disseminate, share and 
implement the benefits of the programme.

User-centred design, like many other-centred 
practices, traces its lineage to community 
development learning pioneered by Paolo Freire 
(Freire 1996). A Freirian approach emphasises 
activities that are authentic to the participants’ 
cultural context. The Emerge project aimed to test 
the hypothesis that by using community development 
processes, the quality of educational-technology 
projects might be improved. We have been using an 
asset-based approach to community development 
(Mathie and Cunningham 2003) that grows from 

Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider and Srivastva 
1987), emphasising the strengths of the bonds and 
bridges between people and networks.

We hypothesised that:

l	 Developing projects in a context where there is 
awareness of the wider activity in a field and an 
understanding of the alignments and gaps in that 
field will lead to better projects being developed.

l	 By using community development processes 
and social networking, the general quality of 
educational (learning) technology development 
projects may be improved, bringing benefits not 
just to the JISC but more widely to all sectoral 
funding agencies and stakeholders.

The Association for Learning Technology (ALT) 
is a professional and scholarly association in the 
UK, which seeks to bring together all those with 
an interest in the use of learning technology. The 
annual ALT Conference (ALT-C) is one of the 
largest academic learning technology conferences 
in Europe. It is an important venue for information 
dissemination and exchange about leading-edge 
developments in learning technologies for higher, 
further and community education. 

These nine projects represent the range of innovation 
within the programme. They are working in novel 
ways combining technologies and practices in 
innovative ways. All the projects put their end-users 
at the heart of their development processes. Real 
users (not abstractions) are involved in development 
teams and the projects are having real impact 
in institutions. User interfaces are considered as 
important as data models, control programs and work 
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flows. Perhaps most importantly, these projects are 
making their own ongoing, reflexively self-aware, 
purposeful community of collaborators visible, leading 
to the wider adoption of user-centred educational 
development practices.

Argosi, Alternate Reality Games for Orientation, 
Socialisation and Induction, addresses four research 
objectives, asking whether an Alternate Reality Game 
is an effective and appropriate medium for enabling 
students to: meet the intended learning outcomes 
of the library and information skills induction; create 
social networks during the induction period; improve 
their confidence in navigating the city and university 
campus; engage in, and enjoy, the induction 
experience. 

ASEL, Audio Supported Enhanced Learning, is 
developing, implementing and evaluating the use of 
audio within next generation technologies to support, 
enhance and personalise the learner experience in 
three key areas: self reflection, assessment, and 
collaborative learning.

The Awesome (Academic Writing Empowered by 
Socially Mediated Online Environments) dissertation 
environment (ADE) is using social software both 
to develop a reflective, critical voice and provide 
networked social support for undergraduate and 
postgraduate dissertation writing.

Evolve is a benefits realisation project that is 
designed to bring together and support researchers 
from different countries and different disciplines who 
are engaged with contemporary issues in education 
using social networking and Web 2.0 technologies.

Moose, Modelling of Second Life Environments, 
investigates the scaffolding and processes needed 
to enable groups of students in Higher Education 
to establish productive information and knowledge 
exchanges and learning through the medium 
of online 3-D multi-user virtual environments 
(MUVEs)using Second Life.

Open Habitat, aims to encourage students to use 
multi-user virtual environments such as Second Life 
as a means to making creative online collaboration 
an integrated part of their learning. The Open Habitat 
project is running a number of pilots integrated into 
the teaching of Art & Design and Philosophy.

PreView, Problem-based Learning (PBL) in Virtual 
Interactive Educational Worlds, is investigating, 
implementing and evaluating a user-focused 
approach to developing scenarios and materials, 
linking the emerging technologies of virtual worlds 
with interactive PBL online to create immersive 
collaborative tutorials.

SkillClouds is addressing the issue of making skills 
more visible to undergraduate students who are 
participating in a career development course, through 
an exploration of the use of social bookmarking 
software and tagging, and in particular through 
the tag-cloud data visualisation technique that has 
become a distinctive feature of Web 2.0 sites. The 
hypothesis is that the skill cloud will be an engaging 
way of visualising this information for students.

Sounds Good, is building on previous small-scale 
work using MP3 files for summative feedback on one 
programme. The Sounds Good team will widen the 
focus to both formative and summative feedback in 
various disciplines at different educational levels. The 
experimentation will include delivering digital sound 
files containing feedback to students via a virtual 
learning environment, email and widely available 
mobile devices such as MP3 players.

I would like to thank the nine project teams who 
presented their findings at ALT-C and then wrote 
them up for this publication; all the projects and 
people in the wider Users and Innovation Programme, 
especially the Programme Manager, Lawrie Phipps 
and the Director, Craig Wentworth; the Emerge 
Project support team, some of the most creative 
people working in learning technology, anywhere; and 
Emma Anderson, who is heading up the process of 
disseminating the results of the Emerge project and 
the Users and Innovation Programme, and who has 
edited this volume. Thanks also to Helen Swain for her 
proofreading and design skills.

George Roberts
Director, Emerge Project
7 November 2008
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The Alternate Reality Games for 
Orientation, Socialisation and Induction 
(ARGOSI) project aims to provide an 

engaging alternative way for students to acclimatise 
themselves to university life. By using techniques 
from game-based learning and the design of 
digital narrative to stimulate curiosity and provide 
appropriate challenges, the project team have 
designed a game that runs over the first eight weeks 
of the university term. This game – ViolaQuest 
– consists of a series of activities that are designed to 
map on to information literacy learning outcomes as 
well as providing the opportunity for students to work 
together, meet other people and get to know the city 
of Manchester. 

The first term of a student’s university life can have a 
crucial influence on that student’s perceptions of and 
confidence in their experience of Higher Education. 
Issues and negative experiences, such as failing to 
make friends or acquire the basic skills required for 
university learning in this period are directly related 
to student retention. The ARGOSI project determined 
that a positive early student experience consists of 
three key activities: learning to navigate around the 
university and the city (in this case Manchester); 
meeting other people and forming friendships; and 
starting to gain the skills in learning how to learn that 
are required for university study. However there are 
issues with the traditional induction process in that it 
may not meet the needs of the student population, 
which is increasingly made up of students of differing 
ages from a wide range of cultures and backgrounds, 
with varied prior life and learning experiences and 
a range of personal commitments and demands on 
their time. The student activities available during the 
initial weeks often centre around pubs and clubs, and 
are not attractive to all students. Induction activities 

ARGOSI 
Alternate Reality Games for Orientation,  
Socialisation and Induction 
Using an Alternate Reality Game to support student induction

Nicola Whitton and Scott Wilson

focussing on key skills such as digital and information 
literacy are commonly front-loaded early on in the 
course of study and provided at a time when their 
use is not contextualised. Overall, the introductory 
processes tend to occur very rapidly, leaving students 
who fail to engage within the first few weeks limited 
to few resources and receiving little comeback; many 
feel that they may have ‘missed the boat’ and find it 
difficult to re-engage.

Alternate reality games (ARGs) are a relatively 
new gaming phenomenon initially developed as 
a viral marketing tool to promote films, television 
programmes and other media. They use a compelling 
storyline – usually centred on solving some sort 
of mystery – to underpin a series of challenges or 
activities, which combine the real-world and the 
online world. Players are required to solve the 
challenges collaboratively, either because they 
explicitly state that more than one person is required 
(e.g. a photograph of four players in a specific 
location) or because they require such a wealth of 
discipline expertise that it is unlikely that a single 
individual would know about all the areas required to 
solve the challenge. Another crucial element of ARGs 
is the development of a game community which 
provides a forum for working together and puzzle 
solving, and for collaboratively creating the narrative 
behind the game as it unfolds. In all, alternate reality 
games have the potential to provide an engaging, 
interactive and fun participative learning experience 
for the players. 

In a typical ARG, a mystery is revealed over time 
in the form of a narrative expressed using a range 
of media, such as blogs, video, audio, web sites 
and artefacts in the real world. Events in the story 
encourage players to complete a varied range of 
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Conclusions and next steps

The tool is being developed with iterative cycles 
of development and user testing. Initial comments 
from students have been positive. We will undertake 
formal testing during the Autumn term 2008 with 
groups of Science and Arts students, and will use 
the results of this to make recommendations to 
the University about the resource implications and 
potential benefits of rolling out the SkillClouds system 
for all students. We are exploring approaches that will 
support students adding in their own skills.

Acknowledgements
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Feedback on student work is a 
problem in higher education. On the one hand, 
students often complain they get too little, too 

late, and that they sometimes struggle to read or 
understand what they do get. On the other, staff may 
be heard grumbling that they spend ages assessing 
students’ assignments, but that as students are 
only interested in their mark, they do not read the 
feedback. Worse still, some do not even bother to 
collect it! 

Could technology help? Some years ago, Rust 
suggested using audiotape.

While reducing the time you spend, this may 
actually increase rather than reduce the amount 
of feedback given… Students frequently say 
that they get far more information from taped 
comments, including the tone of one’s voice, than 
they do from written comments, and they also do 
not have to try to cope with some of our illegible 
writing. (Rust 2001: 22)

But the idea did not catch on. Perhaps it was partly 
because of the clunky technology of the time: audio 
cassettes. Since then, digital audio has arrived: 
‘ripping’ music CDs, Skype and the ‘Listen Again’ 
facility on the BBC website are but a few examples, 
and many students have MP3 players. Digital 
audio is easy to record, manipulate and transport. I 
wondered whether it would be worth trying to use it 
for feedback.

My first experience (Rotheram 2007) was very 
positive and encouraging. The students were new 
lecturers on a PGCHE programme, where the 
norm was to provide extensive feedback on each 
assignment – 500 words or so. This used to take 

Sounds Good

Using digital audio for assessment feedback: 
Sounds Good

Bob Rotheram

me quite a while to write, but I was soon able to 
save time by recording my comments with the free 
software package ‘Audacity’, and sending each 
student an MP3 file containing their feedback. They 
loved it, noted its highly personal nature and said 
that it engaged them more than written comments. 
Clearly, using digital audio feedback benefited both 
me and the students.

The opportunity for a larger trial came when the 
Users and Innovation programme of the Joint 
Information Systems Committee (JISC) funded 
Sounds Good: Quicker, better assessment using 
audio feedback. Running between January and 
July 2008, this pilot project involved 17 Leeds 
Met staff, teaching various subjects at different 
educational levels. They used digital audio (video, 
in one instance) to record formative and summative 
feedback on students’ coursework, mainly in MP3 
format. The feedback was delivered through several 
channels, including email and a virtual learning 
environment. Student numbers on the various 
modules ranged from six to 151. At least 463 
students received one or more items of audio or 
video feedback.

We cannot rely heavily on the results. The team was 
probably untypical of higher education teachers: 
they were volunteers, and most of them had been 
recognised by the University for their abilities in, 
and commitment to, assessment, learning and 
teaching. In addition, their project activities differed 
considerably. In truth, Sounds Good generated 
sixteen case studies, some very small, about the use 
of digital audio or video.

That said, what learning points have emerged? The 
project plan contained five main evaluation questions:
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1.	(Without reducing the amount of 
feedback) in what circumstances can 
using digital audio save assessors’ time?

Only a small minority of staff said that using digital 
audio saved them time; the largest group thought it 
took about the same time; the rest felt digital audio 
or video feedback took more time than their usual 
methods.

This might be regarded as disappointing. However, 
most team members expressed satisfaction and 
noted that students received more, higher-quality, 
feedback than otherwise. Some staff acknowledged 
that they got quicker as they became familiar with the 
technology and techniques. Some who found audio 
feedback took them more time, or about the same 
time, only used it with a small number of students. 
So, arguably, they had not achieved full familiarity by 
the end of their involvement.

On this experience, an assessor seems most likely to 
save time by using audio when s/he:

l	 gives a substantial amount of feedback;
l	 is comfortable with the technology;
l	 writes slowly but records speech quickly.

2. Does digital audio feedback improve 
students’ learning experience?

Students were overwhelmingly positive about 
receiving audio feedback on their coursework. They 
frequently made approving remarks on its personal 
nature and the detail it contained, evidence that the 
lecturer had considered their work carefully. There 
was particular approval if the feedback was received 
quickly. Some appreciated the advantage of replaying 
the recording. Others noted that audio made it easier 
to grasp what the lecturer felt was most important, 
or that it helped them understand better why they 
had received a particular mark. Students whose first 
language is not English were pleased that it gave 
additional practice with their listening skills. A dyslexic 
student said it was easier to listen than to read.

On the other hand, some students had reservations. 
A minority said they preferred written feedback; a few 
asked for audio and written comments on their work.

3. What do assessors think of digital 
audio as a medium for providing 
feedback to students?

The Sounds Good staff team were, on balance, 
strongly in favour of audio feedback. Some noted 
it was more likely than written comments to include 
examples illustrating the point being made or showing 
how the work might be improved. A language tutor 
said, “It’s an interesting and personal way to do the 
feedback for language students.” Some remarked 
positively that they used more natural language when 
speaking, rather than writing, their feedback. This, 
one teacher thought, made it more understandable to 
students, particularly when it contained ‘feed-forward’ 
implications for future assignments. One team 
member noted that students found her voice and tone 
reassuring and comforting. Another, citing widening 
participation initiatives, reported that audio feedback 
“is an ideal medium to assist in the development of 
skills and confidence.”

4. What recommendations are there for 
improved practice?

Experience from Sounds Good suggests the 
following:

l	 Do not expect to save time immediately by giving 
audio feedback rather than writing it. As with most 
new skills, it takes a while to become competent, 
longer to become expert. Some persistence will be 
required. You may feel fairly comfortable after 10-
20 attempts.

l	 How much time you eventually save will depend 
on factors such as how much feedback you give 
and how quickly you write. If you normally only 
check some boxes and write a few words of 
feedback, using audio probably won’t save time. 
However, after some practice, audio may allow you 
to give noticeably more feedback without spending 
much longer on the task.

l	 Consider accepting a longer pay-back period. 
Maybe spending more time in the short term, 
using audio to give your students more extensive 
advice and richer feedback, will save you and your 
colleagues work in the long term.
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l	 A handheld audio recorder will probably be more 
convenient than using a microphone connected to 
a computer.

l	 If you’re buying a handheld recorder, make sure it:
	 – can record direct to MP3 (many can’t);
	 – has a USB port, for easy upload to a computer.

l	 Aim for the minimum acceptable sound quality for 
the particular purpose.

l	 32kbps MP3 – about four minutes per megabyte – 
will probably be good enough for giving individual 
feedback to a student.

l	 Make sure key administrative and quality-
assurance staff accept that you are giving audio 
rather than written feedback.

l	 Keep the files short – do not ‘overdo it’. Often two 
to three minutes will be enough.

The project report contains a fuller list: http://sites.
google.com/site/soundsgooduk/downloads/Sounds_
GoodEvaluation_10.pdf

5. What should be explored next?

JISC has funded ‘Sounds Good 2’, to run between 
September 2008 and March 2009. The Sounds 
Good team will continue to use audio feedback. In 
addition, the project design calls for six of them each 
to induct two Leeds Met colleagues into using audio 
for feedback. The techniques will also be introduced 
to three more institutions.

Money is tight but, if resources permit, the project will 
try to explore these questions:

l	 Can staff become quicker in providing audio 
feedback if they persist?

l	 Does using audio to provide more extensive 
guidance and richer feedback lead to saving staff 
time in the medium-to-long term?

l	 How may the practice guidelines be improved?

l	 Can we automate the transmission of feedback 
files to students?

l	 Does the novelty of audio – for students and staff 
– wear off with repeated use?

Conclusion

Sounds Good has shown that many students prefer 
digital audio, rather than written feedback on their 
work. Nearly all the project staff prefer it too, because 
it enables them to serve learners better. Most 
assessors aren’t yet saving time, but perhaps this will 
come with further experience. We feel we are onto 
something!
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