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Context

This report forms part of the outcomes of a Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) project, as part of the X4L programme. The project overall designed and implemented an electronic learning package to deliver a course on the analysis of epidemiological data. The Learning Development Unit  then assessed the effectiveness of these learning materials via direct consultation with learners.

This report describes the findings from this evaluation.

Aims and Objectives

The aims of the overall project were as follows:

1. To access epidemiological data stored in JISC funded databases, and re-purpose it to support specific learning objectives in AS Biology.

2. To evaluate the success of these innovative pedagogic methods, and so to contribute to an understanding of the online learning process among a 16-19 year old cohort.

The specific objectives of the research component, with which this report is concerned, were as follows:

3. To establish how easy the learners found the package to access and use 

4. To find out which elements the learners found particularly useful, and which were not so helpful

5. To identify any features that could be usefully developed in the future

6. To gain an insight as to how this style of learning fits within the learners' overall experience of the course

7. To ensure that the findings of the research are easily accessible for those looking for evidence upon which to base future developments of  a similar nature.

The objectives and outcome of the materials development and implementation are described in detail in the overall project report.

Methods

The research used two main methods to secure data about the learners' responses to the on-line programme. In order to gain a general overview of learners' experiences with the course, an evaluation questionnaire was included as part of the on-line package, which learners were requested to complete at the end of the course. The research team also had access to the discussion boards and other materials available to the students, and these were analysed for evidence of student satisfaction, or otherwise, with the programme.

Once the course was complete, two focus groups were planned to gather learners' reactions to the provision. Further evidence to test and supplement the focus group data was gathered via confidential e-mail.

Ethical Considerations

The needs of the learner were kept firmly to the forefront in designing and carrying out the research. All involvement was completely voluntary, and confidentiality was assured, both for on-line data collection and the focus groups. The use of the Learning Development Unit ensured that those involved directly with the delivery of the programme were detached from the evaluation, and provided well-trained and experienced researchers. 

The fieldwork and analysis were conducted in line with the BERA ethical guidelines, as displayed on their web site.

Response

17 out of a possible 74 students completed the on-line questionnaire, while one learner attended the first focus group, and nine learners attended the second. The sole attendee at the first group was fortunately happy to be interviewed on a one-to-one basis. And additional three students took up the opportunity to e-mail their views to the research team on an anonymous basis. 

The poor response to the on-line questionnaire is disappointing. It is recommended that any future on-line surveys of this nature should be shorter, and perhaps an inducement in the form of a prize draw, or the allocation of class time for completion, would be helpful. 

Findings

Overall, students found the course interesting and enjoyable, and a useful way of getting to grips with the subject matter. Most felt that the on-line learning made a stimulating change from other teaching methods, but also that they would not wish it to become the only, or main, method of delivery.

Survey Findings

All the elements of the survey requested a scoring of various elements between 1 and 5, where 1 was the lowest, and 5 the highest score. It should be remembered that the response rate was, unfortunately, only 17 out of a possible 72 students, and the results should be treated with appropriate caution.

A copy of the survey questions may be found in the Appendices.

Table 1: Scoring of Different Elements

	Element
	Usefulness

(mean score out of 5)
	Stimulation

(mean score out of 5)
	Ease of Use

(mean score out of 5)

	Overall
	3.2
	3.25
	3.6

	Group Work
	2.4
	2.4
	2.6

	Discussion Boards
	3.75
	2.6
	3.75

	Web Links
	3.2
	2.4
	4.0

	Virtual Classroom
	1.8
	2.0
	2.75

	Infotrak
	1.3
	1.3
	1.3

	Portals (BIOME/OMNI)
	2.6
	2.2
	3

	E-mail
	3.0
	2.5
	4.1

	Meeting staff face-to-face
	3.7
	2.9
	3.6


Source: Epidemiology Course Evaluation Survey, Blackboard, April-May 2003.  
These findings identify the discussion boards and meeting staff face to face as the most useful elements, while the least useful were Infotrak, the virtual classroom and the group work. Meeting staff face-to face and discussion boards also scored higher for stimulation, with again Infotrak and the virtual classroom scoring low. In terms of ease of use, E-mail and web links came out top, with Infotrak, group work and the virtual classroom coming lowest.

Only a small percentage (12%) said they would use BIOME/OMNI or Infotrak for future research, while a similar percentage said they definitely wouldn't. Three-quarters of respondents were unsure whether they would or not. This could be because of the relevance of these portals to the sort of work students intend to do in the future, but the relatively low scores for usefulness, stimulation and ease of use raise some doubts about the effectiveness of the tools themselves.

All respondents reported having accessed the learning materials from the LRC and home as well as in class. 

Students found the Blackboard VLE very easy to use: it scored a mean score of 4.2 in this regard, out of a possible 5, with well over half of learners giving it a score of 5. 

Table 2: Relative Benefits of Different  Aspects of Provision

	Aspect
	Benefit

(mean score out of 5)

	Flexibility (e.g. working from home)
	3.75

	Able to work at own pace
	3.4

	Using ICT
	3.25

	A change from other forms of learning
	3.9

	More visual style of input
	3.5


Source: Epidemiology Course Evaluation Survey, Blackboard, April-May 2003.  

The variety in learning methods and the flexibility offered by the programme were considered to be the most beneficial aspects, but all the anticipated benefits appeared to have been realised for nearly all of the students to some degree.

Table 3: Length of Time Taken over Lessons

	Lesson
	Time Taken

	
	Less than 1 hour
	About 1 hour
	More than 1 hour
	Unsure
	TOTAL

%

	Epidemiology
	29%
	18%
	12%
	41%
	100%

	Cholera
	0
	64%
	12%
	24%
	100%

	Malaria
	12%
	76%
	0
	12%
	100%

	Tuberculosis
	35%
	41%
	0
	24%
	100%

	HIV
	41%
	24%
	0
	35%
	100%

	Mean %
	29%
	45%
	12%
	27.2%
	100%


Source: Epidemiology Course Evaluation Survey, Blackboard, April-May 2003.  

Most of the learners found that most of the lessons took about an hour, with the exception of HIV, which most found took less than an hour. Only a handful of students found that the lessons took more than an hour, and then only the epidemiology and cholera lessons. It was, interestingly, the same students who reported both of these taking more than an hour. However, many of the students were unsure as to how long the lessons had taken them, perhaps because they took them over an extended period rather than doing them all in one go as they would a tutor-taught session.

Three issues were raised independently by learners in the 'other comments' section of the questionnaire:

8. The programme was vulnerable to systems failure, particularly of the student network and/or the VLE.

9. It was easy to sideline the on-line programme in favour of assignments for other coursework, which made some of the deadlines more challenging than they would otherwise have been.

10. The group work proved difficult to co-ordinate electronically; responses from team mates were sometimes slow or even non-existent, so communication could and did break down.

Focus Group and other findings

Learners were asked what they thought about the course in general, and specifically what their experience had been of the technical and pedagogic aspects. They were also asked to comment on what they felt to be the best and worst features of the provision, and how they would like to see it improved in the future.

In general the learners felt that this was a valuable addition to their learning experience, and would be pleased to see more of this style of provision in the future, providing it was appropriate to the subject and syllabus under study.

There was general consensus on the issues described below, unless indicated otherwise.

Positive Features

The programme was seen as a welcome change of pace with tutor-led sessions and completely private study. Learners felt that variety in learning methods helped to keep their interest levels high, and provide new challenges.

"It made a nice change from the other work we're doing. It was something to do at my own pace, a bit of variety, you know?"

"I haven't done this kind of thing before, so that was good. You can get sick of studying if its all, like, reading and being spoonfed?"

The opportunity to use the facility at home was welcomed. Several students said that it was very convenient because they could easily save information and resources on their own PCs, along with the rest of their coursework, and have it easily to hand for revision and other assignments.

The materials were well designed and easy to use, assignments were clear and well set out.

"It looked nice, and I know that sounds funny [rest of group laugh] but some stuff in books and on the Internet are boring and hard to read. This was all easy to get around and interesting. It makes a difference if you're tired and don’t want to wade through boring stuff."

The interactive aspects, e.g. the quizzes, were fun and interesting, and the immediacy of feedback was excellent and helped the learning process, as correct answers were reinforced and mistakes corrected straight away. 

The tutor support provided was an excellent back up and very rapid, whether by e-mail or in person. The help available through the VLE and the course help files was very good.

"[The tutor] was always there if you got stuck, and that gives you, kind of. . . confidence. It wasn't like 'here's a quiz, or test, or whatever, get on with it'. . . there was all sorts there and up to you to do it, but it was clear what to do and you're not on your own."

The information provided was of good quality, rich and up to date. There was a good opportunity for learners to go into more detail and pursue their own interests to compliment what they needed to learn for the exams, which was motivating and made the subject more interesting.

"You could go and find out about what interesting, and get a lot more detail than you can in lessons. The syllabus is so demanding, and you need to know what you need for exams, you don't much get a chance to go into detail. I found out some things I'd like to look into, maybe at University when you can look at more what you want. And it was fun to do."

The course had helped learners to use, practice and develop their ICT skills.

"It was nice to have a chance to use IT rather than just do it as a lesson. Made it worthwhile, all that boring IT stuff in lessons. It was fun and I think I'm much better at getting stuff on the Internet now."

Difficulties

There were failures in the network, which caused frustration and inconvenience.

"You'd just get on and it would crash. . . that was a real pain, and put me off trying again."

"When it worked it was great. When it didn't it was annoying."

Some of the quizzes and the marking system didn't work properly at first. Some of the learners felt the instructions for some quizzes could have been better.

The groupwork proved frustrating for many learners. Communication is vital to effective groupwork, and is difficult to establish through discussion boards and email, as some didn't pull their weight and/or were unresponsive. This problem was thought to be compounded by the fact that they didn't personally know others in their group.

"It made it easier for slackers to hide. If you're doing groupwork and you see each other in class, like, you can chase each other up and you won't slack off because you'll have to explain yourself. If it's someone on a forum you don't even know, what's to make you pull your weight? So it ended up some people doing no work, and some doing all of it."

Improvements

More efficient network facilities.

Groups should be formed of people who know each other, and/or the ICT communication supplemented by face-to-face working. 

Group members should be scheduled to the same lessons, sso they can use real-time chat rather than rely entirely on discussion groups.

The marking must be accurate so the learner feels confident about the feedback they're receiving.

Conclusions 

The project was clearly a success from the learners' point of view. The main outcomes of the evaluation are that:

· The programme was well designed, accessible and useful from the learners' point of view.

· The information and resources were of a high standard and well presented.

· This style of learning, while they wouldn't want it all the time, provides a valued and refreshing change from other inputs.

· They had the opportunity to practice study skills that were neglected elsewhere.

· The technical aspects of the provision need to be improved.

· The support provided was effective, in terms of tutor support and help resources.

· Groupwork is difficult to undertake without regular personal contact.

· The facility to use the programme from home was valuable to learners.

It would appear that this provision has been effective and stimulating for learners, and is certainly worthy of further development and implementation, including consideration in other areas of the curriculum.
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