Keeping to the beat

Reid Kerr College, Paisley, Scotland

Background 

Reid Kerr is a medium-to-large further education college in Paisley, Scotland. The HND Music (Performance and Promotion) is a very popular course with approximately 400 applicants for 120 places. While the focus of the learning activity is in the college, students use WebCT, the college’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), as a support tool to engage with a range of issues and topics relating to their studies.

The VLE is also used to co-ordinate and collaborate on various learning activities by the students. In the main, this is in regard to the organisation and promotion of gigs (musical events) as part of their course. The VLE is also used to discuss and assess resources for the law and history aspects of the course.

Students have 24 hour access to the VLE from remote locations. The VLE was the chosen tool to support this course because it was provided by the college, offered a secure repository for learning resources and because not all students had an email account to enable them to participate remotely in collaborative tasks.

Established practice


Previously group activities took place solely in college, which meant that all students had to be in the same place at the same time and had to be given space in which to discuss, plan and promote their performances.

The challenge 

The challenge was to extend the potential of the collaborative learning activities within this course, enabling all students to discuss the organisational and operational issues relating to the ‘gigs’ that were an essential part of the course. A further challenge came from the team’s determination to find approaches that enhanced students’ learning and enabled them to use all resources related to their course more rapidly, more securely and more efficiently. 

The pedagogical approach 

The course uses a range of pedagogical approaches in the learning process. 

Through the use of discussions forums, students actively construct new ideas through collaborative activities and dialogue. The learners participate by enquiring and learning and develop themselves within the group by building relationships. The use of the VLE gives a safe environment for participation and facilitates learning dialogues and relationships. Through the activity of creating, recording and promoting their own band, they also ‘situate’ themselves within a working environment and participate in the working and social practices of a community.

Assessment on the course is in the main traditional but online multiple choice questions can be provided via the VLE. The organisation and promotion of an actual gig is an authentic learning experience and does involve assessment and feedback not just by their peers on the course, but also fellow students from the college (and outside) who purchase tickets for the gig.

Formal essays are also required from the students and course activities are managed by lecturers, so the pedagogies employed in the course are varied.

The intended outcome 

The main outcome is the successful completion of the course in all its aspects by the highest number of students. A further key outcome for this aspect of the course is a successful gig, in other words, one that is sold out and judged a success by the people who paid for tickets, so that, as well as being a musical success, the gig was successful from an organisational and promotional point of view.

The e-learning advantage 
The advantage of using the VLE was that students could choose the time and place to study, including completion of the organisational and promotional aspects of their course. 

The asynchronous aspect of discussion forums on the VLE means that students need not be all together in the same place at the same time. This has resulted in virtually all students contributing to the process, something which did not always happen previously. They were enabled to extend collaborative learning beyond the confines of the college, become more efficient in their use of handouts and learning resources (it was established that it was their responsibility to download and work with these from the VLE), and results have showed a corresponding increase in the quality of their work.

The use of the VLE in the main as a support tool for the students has had an influence not only on the outcomes of their learning activities relating to the discussions, but also in engaging and motivating the learners to be successful in their course as a whole. It has allowed the cohort to ‘gel’ quickly and has resulted in increased retention and achievement. The course is currently showing 100% retention and 87% achievement in comparison to 82% retention and 70% achievement amongst cohorts not using the VLE-based approach. 
Key points for effective practice

· Allow open access to technology so that learners can access the activity at a time and place to suit them.

· Successful collaborative learning requires a safe and secure environment for discussions to take place. The use of a VLE supplies this.

· Facilitate and encourage discussions where applicable.

· Use the tracking facilities of the VLE to see if students have disengaged from the learning process.

· Allow students to go off on tangents – if they can discuss a range of issues, they will use the discussion forums and then will also use them for learning.

· As with any discussion forum, students may write comments that they probably would not say in a face-to-face situation. Initially, this is handled by the staff discussing the ‘etiquette’ to be used in discussions forums with students and then as the course progresses, checking, and where necessary, moderating the discussions.

· Once a successful pedagogical approach has been established, it can be transferred to other similar courses.
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