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Introduction

The project brief was to investigate learner’s current experience of e-learning and their needs and expectations for the future in order to provide the background and methodology for a study on learner experiences of e-learning. Given the specification of the project brief and the time constraints, the scoping study team limited our review of available resources to gathering and examining published evidence using the following criteria:
· studies published since 2000 

· studies which describe how learners engage with and experience e-learning 

· studies which identify what makes a difference to the learner’s experience 
· studies which collected rich, qualitative data 

· studies which were interesting methodologically, whatever their findings.
In addition to the above criteria which were used to include or exclude studies from our analysis, we preferred and gave additional emphasis in our report to those studies:

· which allowed the learner's voice to show through

· in which the learners identified what impacted on their experience. 
· which led to a better understanding of what influences the learner experience
· which had some theoretical or conceptual rationale for their sampling or methods of data collection. 
· from FE and ACE/ACL areas as they were harder to find than studies from HE.

We excluded studies of the impact or effectiveness of e-learning in terms of successful learning outcomes or those which examined the tutors’ roles (unless this related to learner experience and engagement). We tended to steer away from studies that were purely quantitative or those that evaluated student experiences for the main purpose of evaluating a specific course. This means that the research team may well identify other published resources not included in the scoping study that they would nevertheless find useful for the design of their project or the analysis of their data. 
We examined more than 80 published resources using the above criteria and compiled an EndNote database holding descriptive data about them. The size and diversity of just this fairly specific collection of published resources demonstrates the size and complexity of e-learning research. In order to represent this literature in a useful way, we have offered a variety of project deliverables. We hope that these will allow the research team to continue to engage with the literature and find their own way through it as their project evolves.

Project deliverables

· Database: the actual database of included studies, annotated with keywords and notes from the scoping team (currently with 83 entries)

· Key studies: top ten key studies from the database that we think the research team would find it helpful to read. 

· Concept maps: we’ve used concept maps to try to represent the complex and messy area we’ve been dealing with. The maps we’ve developed started from the work of the Enhancing Teaching and Learning Environments project (Entwistle et al, 2002) and evolved as we placed the findings from the database studies onto them.
· Evaluation matrix: this is a useful tool for specifying a research project to ensure only the data which is needed is collected. Examples of the matrix in use from e.g. NLN Transformation Project, Northamptonshire. 
· List of potential research sites: given the recommendations about using personal contacts to encourage participation in research, we have handed over the list of people who made contact offering access to learners for the research study and of individuals who may be able to provide contextual information with regard to the FE and schools sectors. 
· Final report: the recommendations for the research team presented below and organised around (i) general observations of the current literature (ii) what students say about their experiences of e-learning (iii) factors affecting the e-learning experience (iv) advice on sampling and data collection strategies (v) conclusions and recommendations. 
1. General observations of the current literature

On the basis of this collection, we make the following general observations about the literature identified as being relevant to the scoping project. 
There is in general a scarcity of studies of the learner experience. In particular there is a scarcity of studies can be characterised as expressing a ‘learner voice’ i.e. in which the learners’ own expressions of their experiences are central to the study. Only seven of the studies in the EndNote database (Baptista-Nunes & McPherson 2002; Cook-Sather 2002; Hughes & Daykin 2002; Stiles 2002; Allan 2004; Cramphorn 2004; McNaught 2005) include this term as the keyword. There are several others that do include some element of this without it being the central feature. This scarcity is surprising when we actively sought studies that were methodologically qualitative and especially favoured those which allowed the learners voice to shine through. 
The most likely explanation for the lack of such studies is that the overwhelming majority of e-learning research to date has focussed on establishing the value of particular e-learning course designs, teaching methods or tutor interventions. The objectives have been teacher, course or programme - focussed rather than student-focussed, with an evaluative objective aimed at investigating the pedagogic worth of e-learning innovations. There are good reasons why this should be the case. E-learning is relatively new and with respect to learning in general, under-researched. It has attracted significant educational investment but its educational value is often contested (see for example Holtham & Courtney, 2005). These factors cause an emphasis on evaluating ‘worth’. 

Most of the studies come from higher education contexts. This is not surprising, given a combination of better resourcing for e-learning in the HE sector than in FE/ACE/ACL and the research orientation of HE institutions. The bulk of the post-16 studies from FE/ACE/ACL are in the form of student satisfaction ratings and feedback collected as part of course evaluations.

A holistic view of e-learning
It is noticeable that there are few studies in the literature which have taken a holistic approach to the study of e-learning. There is a dearth of studies into how learners in mainstream post-compulsory learning experience the increasingly ubiquitous use of e-learning technologies and approaches within a generally campus-based learning context. Research is in the main based on fully online rather than blended e-learning applications with much work coming from established distance learning organisations and contexts. Yet, in response to input from across the post-16 education sector, the recently published ‘HEFCE Strategy for e-Learning’ codifies the prevalence of face to face teaching blended with e-learning, putting distance learning ‘at one end of a continuum’ (HEFCE, 2005 p. 5). 
A holistic view more relevant to blended e-learning might focus on asking students how their e-learning relates to their other learning experiences. There are two notable exceptions from HE which investigated the experiences of students undertaking a traditional HE course blended with some asynchronous discussions (Ellis & Calvo, 2004; Sweeney et al., 2004). In FE and ACE/ACL contexts e-learning includes not only the capacity for online access to content and discussion resources but virtual instruments, collaborative work spaces, e-portfolios, electronic whiteboards and mobile and wireless devices. 
As discussed above, most of the research has been about very specific and often narrow aspects of e-learning. For example, about half of the resources in the database are about or include the use of asynchronous computer-mediated communication (e.g. Garrison et al., 2001; Goodyear, 2001; Kear, 2001; Hughes & Daykin, 2002; Rourke & Anderson, 2002b; 2002a; Shephard et al., 2003; Jacobs & Cook, 2004). There are some very practical reasons why this should be so. CMC has been around for quite a while now as a teaching/learning technique in higher education (e.g. Hiltz, 1994; Harasim et al., 1995). As well, CMC-based environments offer practical advantages to the researcher: learners create digital artefacts of their interactions in the course of their study that are available to researchers to analyse. Yet we observed that despite this attribute in so many of these studies the learner voice is not central. 

A holistic view might ask learners to consider how e-learning relates to their whole student experience including how it fits around their lives and jobs. A number of studies demonstrate that practical issues impact on the learner experience, including access to a course site from home or work for nursing students (Atack & Rankin, 2002), development of time management strategies in the early stages for students taking CPD courses (Allan, 2004), pressure of work and lack of time given as some of the reasons why students withdraw from fully online programmes (Jones et al., 2004b), finding time in busy schedules (Cramphorn, 2004). 

To see e-learning from the learner’s viewpoint, we must see technology in the broadest possible sense including perhaps the mobile phone, e-mail, instant messaging and PDAs. The scoping team identified two important reasons for this. The first of these is differences between HE and FE/ACL in e-learning application, predominant technologies and intent. For example, VLE use is very common in HE and usually assumes and/or promotes independent, ‘out-of-class’ learning, whereas a technology enriched classroom and high levels of tutor support is probably more common in FE and ACE/ACL than in HE. The second reason is that students may not perceive some of their technology use as directly learning related, even though it is. For example, we know that students use SMS or messaging tools like MSN Messenger to collaborate with colleagues on team related tasks. Yet they may not associate this with their ‘formal’ learning or they may not reveal it for fear that their use of these ’private’ technologies is outside the ‘rules’ or an implicitly ‘allowed’ set of institutional technologies. So, rather than asking students how their tutor’s chosen VLE influenced their learning, students could be asked about the technology they use in their life and then about how it might relate to their learning activities. There are already preliminary findings from ACE/ACL that taking such an approach may help learners to combat resistance to the use of ICT in education and bridge the gap between technologies they use competently (e.g. mobiles) and ICT literacy (Attewell, 2005). 
Learners bring with them to their engagement with learning technologies enormous differences in past educational experience, expectations, needs, and motivation. Lockitt (2004) for example identifies past experience, fear, lack of confidence, location, physical accessibility, accessibility to relevant learning programmes, specific individual support requirements, digital divide and more as factors that e-learning may help learners to overcome. Educational intention may also be a highly significant factor and in this there may be sectoral differences. For instance, in some FE/ACL contexts learners may be involved in e-learning because they want to gain IT skills, whereas more often in HE e-learning is a means rather than an end in itself. 

A holistic view of e-learning should lead to a methodology which is open ended and empowering enough to allow the learners to be the ones who highlight the issues which are important to them. There are a few studies which aimed from the outset to allow learners to do this and they reveal interesting and surprising results. Moore and Aspen (2004) evaluating the blended HE student experience admit that they expected students to raise concerns around equality of access to the internet, printing costs and low level of ICT skills. Actually none of the students spontaneously raised the first two issues and ICT skills were seen as being comfortably overcome by clear interface design. McNaught (2005) provides another vivid example of how we may be underestimating the potential of learners to engage in e-learning in her description of her own production of e-learning resources to support her AS level studies. 

Eliciting beliefs and intentions
We noted that the majority of the research to date has focussed on observable learner behaviours. There is an opportunity to design the forthcoming research study so that it is able to shed light on the learner intentions and rationales behind commonly noted observable behaviours. 

For example, Salmon’s (2000) influential five stage model for teaching and learning online embodies the notion that students find it easiest to engage at the social level and need support to do this if they are able to go on to work together collaboratively. There is already ample evidence that this is so (McConnell, 2000; Hughes et al. 2002; Jung et al. 2002; Rourke & Anderson, 2002b; Salmon, 2002b; Crichton & Kinash, 2003; Graff, 2003; Cramphorn, 2004; Dickey, 2004; Ellis & Calvo, 2004; Jones et al. 2004a; Kear, 2004; Baskin et al. 2005).  We also know that often discussion remains at the social level and rarely higher-order thinking (Kear 2001; Hughes & Daykin, 2002; Rourke & Anderson, 2002a) despite the suitability of CMC for such educational proposes (Garrison et al. 2001; Goodfellow & Lea, 2005). Within HE, the question might be - what is it that discourages learners from progressing beyond social interactions in online learning environments? Within ACE/ACL contexts, social interaction may itself signify success for some learners, for example those with disabilities (Bradley & Woodford, 2003) or those who have been excluded or had other negative educational experiences. Here the question might be - how do such students manage to overcome their inhibitions about social engagement?

Non participation is another good example of the importance of accessing learner beliefs and intentions. This may be due to factors as varied as issues around time and time management (Allan, 2004), difficulties with access (Atack & Rankin, 2002) or lack of clarity about the task (Moore & Aspen, 2004).  There are also studies that show that non active participation in online discussions and tasks does not necessarily mean that there is no participation (Hammond, 1999; Rumley & Owen, 1998). Reasons for non participation may be highly individual. For example, Hughes & Lewis (no date) give details of a student who dropped out of a course which made frequent use of electronic testing ‘out of protest’ because he felt the frequent, timed tests were unfair to him as a dyslexic student. Clearly it is near impossible to ascertain this learner’s experience from his observable behaviour and yet his experience is valid and important. 

 2. What students say about their experiences of e-learning 

There are few aspects of the student e-learning experience which are consistently reported. Where e-learning is used in way which does little to change the established pedagogy, students still report benefits to their wider experience of being a student (i.e. not necessarily improvements in learning) and a minority report needing help in getting started. E-learners often report an intensely emotional experience and a major concern with time and time management and other learning skills. 
Emotionality
“I have learnt that online learning can be really inspiring and really frustrating. Discussions can be really involving and interesting as you read and relate to others' comments, make your own contributions etc. Then you hit a low (could be a technical problem, can't add the attachment or more major, computer not working, or could be a personal issue - feel daunted by expertise of other participant or just don't relate to what they are saying) which throws you back. I did not expect to experience highs and lows in this way.”

(Online Tutoring course participant, OCSLD 2004)

It appears that being an e-learner is an emotionally charged experience, although Hara and Kling (1999) in an ethnographic study made the interesting note that students’ private thoughts were often not reported in the usual course evaluations where students gave more positive responses. 
Most of the studies concerned with emotionality have focussed on feelings of isolation and alienation and this is likely to be due to their base in distance learning as much as e- learning. There are reports of initiatives which attempt to reduce isolation through for example web-logs with teacher education students (Dickey, 2004). 
When asked specifically about e-learning rather than distance learning, students are more likely to refer to feelings of frustration and there is wide variation in the elements of the course which might result in such feelings (Hara & Kling, 1999; O’Regan, 2003). O’Regan (2003) interviewed 11 students studying online about the emotions which influenced their experience and found frustration to be the ‘most pervasive emotion associated with studying online’ (p. 84). Frustration could arise from trying to fit study into life (see holistic approach above), trying to navigate electronic resources, rambling online discussions, materials being out of date. It seems that what caused the frustration for each individual is less important than the fact that it was experienced by every student at some stage and for some, caused them to question whether or not to continue or not.  The impact of the emotional intensity of e-learning in terms of withdrawal or failure is sufficient to warrant its further investigation.
Time and Time Management

“Initially I felt as if I need to be online all the time and I felt overwhelmed. The course ‘took over’ my life. I now keep an eye on how much I am on-line and limit my access. Basically I limit my own time on-line and fit it in and around other priorities.”

(Allan, 2004)

E-learning is often promoted as providing flexibility in time and pace of study where learners are able to work at a time of their choosing and devote as long as they wish to the online activities. Such a teacher-centred view is mirrored by the student concerns about the amount of time needed to devote to online work and the changes required to their working patterns. There is evidence emerging that time is a primary concern for students engaged in e-learning and that they need to adapt and reconstruct their approaches to time management (Allan, 2004; Cramphorn, 2004; Meyer, 2003; Sweeney et al. 2004). 

Allan (2004) explored the experiences of 57 e-learners from three different professional development courses using questionnaires, discussion group postings and interviews. Analysis of the discussion postings found that time was of greatest concern to students at the beginning of the courses with the most spontaneous postings on the topic of time shortly after the course start. Through the interviews Allan explored how students reconstruct their approaches to time management at an early stage in their programme and go on to develop a range of different time management strategies. Cramphorn (2004) explores what time might be needed for, using data from a discussion forum where 45 students were asked to reflect on their experiences of undertaking online professional development courses at Nottingham Trent University. Time was mentioned by all of the participants and could include physical writing time, time lag, time needed to reflect on posts and finding time in busy schedules.

There appears to be a need for students to develop strategies for using their time more effectively in blended courses. In order to engage effectively in e-learning particularly group discussions, students need to logon frequently and this requires a change to their usual study patterns. In the blended context, Sweeney et al., (2004) reports that students became aware that the online seminars required them to ‘get organised and to think extensively about the discussion on-and-off over a week, rather than making a one-off contribution over a short period of time in a face-to-face session’ (p.320).  The other side of the blend is using on campus time differently. Moore and Aspen (2004) did find that students on blended courses gave examples of how they were using their on campus time more effectively, particularly emphasising using this time to meet in small groups with other students and using the 20 minutes before lectures to check for course announcements and emails. 

E-learning skills
“It has been more difficult than I thought it would be. I frequently communicate by email, both formally and informally, and thought this would help. However, giving my own answers to specific questions in a public forum has seemed very daunting” 

(Cramphorn, 2004).

The teacher-centred view of developed e-learning has often been to check that students will have sufficient IT skills to engage with the course. Student experiences however demonstrate the range of learning skills needed to work effectively online go beyond IT skills. This is neatly illustrated by Baptista-Nunes & McPherson (2002) who describe their experiences of converting and running an information systems module in a blended format at Sheffield University. They found in their feedback that students were reporting concerns with posting comments online and go on to say “Prior to delivery, the course team had not considered this would be problem, as these were MSc in Information Systems students, supposed to be able to efficiently cope with ICT. Nevertheless, general technical proficiency is not synonymous with ability to learn online.” (p.446)

Similarly Cramphorn (2004) points out that social and psychological barriers are still paramount despite existing IT skills. It was that participants hadn’t realised the extent to which they would be asked to publicly expose their views which left them uneasy. The danger is that as e-learning courses develop away from baseline course information and more towards social constructivism and collaboration in their underlying pedagogies, students will be expected to work publicly to a greater degree. The next and final section explores what this might mean for e-learners.
3.  Factors affecting the e-learning experience
Entwistle et al (2002), when conducting a synthesis of factors affecting learning (not specifically e-learning), reported that 

 “we have been brought face to face with the ‘messy reality’ from which the analytic framework have been abstracted, and fail to capture adequately. Besides all the complexity created by marked differences across subject areas and myriad individual differences among both staff and students which prevent any simple patterns emerging, there are additional crucial differences between the idealised world described by research and the actual world experienced by the participants.” (p.16)

There is no reason why e-learning should be any less complex. We have noted that the research has tended to examine one or two areas of interest in isolation, no doubt in order to keep the researcher’s task manageable. In investigating such an area, asking very general questions will do little to contribute to the existing body of knowledge. To illustrate this point, you could pick the concluding statement from any one of a number of studies which have attempted to investigate the factors which influence the e-learning experience. For example, “Teachers, peers, technology, course design and the learning environment are key variables that influence the learners' experience and success “(Atack & Rankin, 2002, p.457). While undoubtedly true, this does little to explain the particular experiences of learners or to support good decisions about e-learning practice.

It is clear that when asking students ‘how did the course go?’ you get findings which aren’t automatically helpful. Mason and Weller (2000) report on a large scale and careful evaluation of student satisfaction from the UK Open University’s dramatically successful and widely reported T171 course. The report is typical of many in the research literature in a number of ways. As the quote below shows, despite careful data collection from a team of expert evaluators with more than 30 years experience of collecting info from distance learning students, the evaluator describes her experience as… 
“Reading though all the feedback data from students and tutors is like standing at the apocryphal Spaghetti Junction and watching cars going every which way. Some students call for more group work; others want none at all. Some are disappointed in the course content; others find it the perfect marriage of both vocational and academic skills. Advice fumes the air.” (Mason & Weller, 2000, p 197).

This is typical of attempts to evaluate student satisfaction. The data is complex and contradictory and it takes experienced and skilled evaluators to be able to make any clear recommendations for course development and improvement. This paper is also typical in that it is the staff who are identifying what are the important issues for students – indeed this paper is presented as a dialogue between course leader and course evaluator. 
In an attempt to deal with this complexity around factors which may influence e-learners experiences, we have taken Entwistle et al’s conceptual map and placed the studies relevant to this project onto the map, extending and adding to it where necessary (see concept maps in appendix).
The influence of the tutor

The importance of the tutor to the success e-learning innovations is widely reported in the literature, almost always from the tutor’s perspective. Learners report that they would like more academic interaction, especially directly with tutors and evaluations support the idea that tutor interventions are critical to success (Hughes & Daykin, 2002; Hughes et al. 2002; Jung et al. 2002; Rourke & Anderson, 2002a; Salmon 2002b; Shea, 2003; Bird, 2004; Jacobs & Cook, 2004; Jones et al. 2004a; Thomas et al. 2004). 
At the same time some studies show that the influence of the tutor as a critical factor can be reduced under conditions or course designs that emphasise peer learning (Rourke & Anderson, 2002b; Kear, 2004; Sweeney et al. 2004). Unfortunately, as is well known, collaborative learning does not suit everyone (Mason, 2001; Laurillard, 2002). So a plethora of questions remain about the role or importance of the tutor to the success of e-learning innovations. To what extent does a tutor’s enthusiasm for the technology influence the learners’ ability to engage successfully with it? How do ‘experienced’ e-learners perceive their use of technologies once the ‘novelty effect’ has worn off? From the e-learners’ point of view, what do tutors do that helps them to manage the emotional rollercoaster mentioned above? Indeed, what do students think good online tutoring is?
Tutors’ actions are not measured by their students in isolation. It seems possible that the extreme variations in student perceptions of e-learning that are reported in the literature could be linked to students’ understanding of their learning and the role of the e-learning environment and its activities within that. Noting that students receive an enormous and pervasive set of institutional signals about what is normal or acceptable, Crook (2002) commented that e-learning innovations may often be resisted at first because of their lack of ‘fit’ with the prevailing institutional context. For example, he found that ‘the somewhat scorned policy of putting lecture notes on web pages is a practice that is welcomed by many students. On the other hand, computer-mediated communication is largely neglected’ (2002, p 302). 
Moore and Aspen (2004), working with undergraduate students, reported that positive experiences with e-learning were strongly linked to students understanding why it is used and conversely negative experiences when students could not see the purpose of the online activities. Macdonald (2003, 2004) makes this point in a highly specific way, arguing for strategic use of assessment in course design to ensure that e-learning activities are appropriately valued. 
The important thing to note with respect to the available research about the impact of the tutor that there is evidence from the general teaching and learning literature that there can be contradictions or different emphases between what tutors and students say about what is good teaching. Highlighting such differences can be forceful in helping practitioners to better understand their practice. For example, a team at the e-college Wales, University of Glamorgan, used semi-structured interviews to compare the student and tutor perspectives of this role (Jones et al. 2004a). They found that students emphasised things like effective feedback, tutor enthusiasm and encouragement and good organisation and direction for learning. Tutors agreed with these but gave them different emphases, giving significantly less weight than students to feedback. Tutors added two areas of importance to those contributed by students: disciplinary knowledge and technical expertise.  Thomas et al. (2004) also found high levels of importance attached by students to feedback, as well as tutor ‘availability’ and approachability. 
The influence of pedagogy

“[in the bulletin board] we promoted a kind of discussion between ourselves because in tutorials, we don’t really talk between ourselves – we always talk towards the tutor, and that’s it.”






(Sweeney et al., 2004, p.319)

Wanting personally to experience a C-MC, I enrolled in an asynchronous graduate course. I found, however, that I was not prepared for what transpired during those thirteen weeks in that virtual classroom: my learning style and conceptual framework were challenged, and my pedagogical paradigm given a good shake. 

(Bird, 2004 p.253)

Many e-learning developments in HE have been based on social constructivist approaches which aim to change the roles of students and tutors in ways which are dramatic and obvious online (McConnell, 2000; Salmon, 2004). E-learning environments and activities designed around principles of social constructivism require students to create their own meaning from a variety of different perspectives. Students will be engaged in activities which focus on real world, authentic tasks and require collaboration with their peers (Grabinger & Dunlap, 1995). There’s lots of evidence that e-learning can promote collaborative learning, particularly where it incorporates an assessed task (McConnell 2000; Macdonald 2003, 2004). Some studies report that they are managing this successfully and these are starting to produce guidance for teachers around the role of the facilitator (Fox & MacKeogh, 2003) and the assessment of collaborative tasks (Macdonald, 2003, 2004). 
However, there are other studies which report students being uncomfortable with and/or unlikely to engage in the ways required of them in such environments e.g. in openly criticizing each others work (Macdonald, 2003), adapting to the shift in power from tutor to student (Crook, 2002; Hammond et al. 2002), ‘buying in’ to the tutor’s rationale for their methods (Shephard et al. 2003), or with engaging students in productive peer feedback (Ramsey, 2003). So, how do students experience social constructivist, collaborative, technology enhanced didactic teaching environments? What are their rationales and intentions behind their willingness or not to participate in such tasks? How do experiences differ between individuals and groups e.g. international students?

Sweeney et al., (2004) conducted individual interviews with 12 students who had participated in a blended course where some seminars were conducted face to face and some on discussion boards. This study highlights contradictions that will feel familiar to anyone experienced in running online discussions:

· Some students felt free to contribute without fear of criticism “The idea of it was pretty good because it gives you a chance to speak out without being in direct contact with others and offending”, whereas other students were concerned that having a written, permanent record made them feel more vulnerable “people are going to look at it [your comment] again and again, and then there are people from other tutees who are going to look at it, and your name is beside it.” 

· Some students appreciated the shift in emphasis from tutor led face to face tutorials to more collaborative discussions with peers online, whereas other students expected to have a ‘model answer’ from the tutor and were frustrated when it didn’t arrive.

· Some students appreciated that working online allowed them to offer more considered responses; others expressed concern at the time needed to contribute effectively to online discussions.

Sweeney et al., conclude that some students viewed the discussion board as hard work, requiring reflection and time whereas others viewed it as offering deep learning and freedom of speech. As noted above, it seems possible that such extreme variations in student perceptions could be linked to students understanding of their learning and the role of the e-learning environment and its activities within that. Ellis and Calvo (2004) attempted to investigate this explicitly in a quantitative study investigating the experience of engineering students undertaking a traditional course blended with some asynchronous discussions. They gave students three questionnaires to complete: the Course Experience Questionnaire (Ramsden, 1991), and two others developed by the authors assessing approaches to learning through discussions and conceptions of learning through discussions. They found that the differences in experience described by individual students were related to their perceptions about their learning as a whole and in particular their understanding of the role played by the different modes of discussion. It seems that students who are not aware of nature of teaching and learning are not able to understand the teachers intentions for the online and face to face modes and so are not able to engage in them in an appropriate way. They conclude that 

“It is not enough simply to provide opportunities for meaningful discussions… if the students are not aware of the purpose of the discussions, or they have negative perceptions of the learning context, then they are not likely to benefit from the discussions or perform well in the subject.” (p.13)

The student perspective might not be what we expect. For example, a large scale survey of more than 700 students taking Open and/or Distance Learning courses, including blended e-learning courses, in Ireland and the UK (McKeogh, 2003) found that one of the three main factors relating to respondents’ attitudes towards technology was actually a concern about a possible negative impact of technology on learning and pedagogy.

Indeed, students do not always react to a teaching and learning approach in the way we expect. Beasley and Smyth (2004) discuss extracts from their evaluations of the use of computer based modules developed for work-based learners of Petroleum Engineering. The modules included real world case studies, activities and self assessment questions. The modules were designed so that students could either follow the material linearly and use the activities and self tests to consolidate at the end, or they could start with the activities and refer to the content as and when they needed it. Modules were available in online and paper based format. The evaluation showed that while students were aware of all these options, they all chose to study linearly and preferred to work from paper based materials. Beasley and Smyth speculate that this surprising finding could be due to prior experience and expectations – that students continued to work in the method that was familiar to them. It is also possible that students’ conceptions of learning and teaching were not sufficiently elaborated for them to make an informed choice about which method and mode of study would be most beneficial.    
Other pedagogies may also be of interest. The increasing prevalence of work-based learning, for instance in some university foundation degrees and in professional development and training, suggests that course designs incorporating theories of legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1999) are as yet little researched but of growing incidence. For example, Sutherland et al. (2005) designed three (non e-learning) pre-service teacher training courses incorporating legitimate peripheral participation. Triggs and John (2004) explored the use of ICT for continuing professional development among teachers, teacher educators and researchers within the framework of communities of practice, while Pape et al. (2003) evaluated the technology for supporting a virtual community of students at the University of Hamburg using Lave and Wenger’s Communities of Practice as their theoretical basis. It may be that the research team would find it worthwhile in its sampling strategy to look for and include courses with these or other unusual and/or under-researched e-pedagogies.
Learner differences
Mayes’ (2004) review of individual learner differences prompts us to consider these in this review. Mayes notes that currently there are high levels of interest among practitioners about learning styles and approaches to study. In FE and ACL contexts in particular there is currently an emphasis on pedagogies supporting multiple learning approaches. 

The most plausible use for learning styles in post-16 education lies in reflection and in the development of meta-cognitive strategies, where learners are given insight into their own profiles as learners and are encouraged to consider using alternative strategies (Mayes, 2004). 

The influence of meta-cognition, of a learner’s understanding of their own learning process, appears then to be emerging as a factor throughout this section on factors that influence the e-learning experience.

There is a body or research about gender differences in e-learning (Gunn et al. 2002), particularly with respect to uses of computer mediated communication. For example, Cox et al. (2000) found differences in how female students approached online conferencing compared with male students, as did Baskin et al. (2005) in relation to developing online teamwork. Although the research team needs to take due account of the issue in its sampling, because there is already a body of research about this aspect of the e-learning experience we tended to feel that other student attributes should be given a higher priority for investigation. 
There is some evidence that culture and language may influence a learner’s reaction to e-learning (Clarke & Arkate, 2000; Staley & MacKenzie, 2001; Hughes et al. 2002; Englebright & Sheldrake, 2003; Alstete & Beutell, 2004; Jones et al. 2004b; Lockitt, 2004). This requires further investigation. In HE it would be important to sample some international students and in ACL/FE - refugees, ESOL and EU students.
Finally, some recent studies have begun to investigate how students with disability use technologies (Essom, 2002; Stiles, 2002; Bradley & Woodford, 2003) and there is clearly much more to be done here. For some students technology is the only way that learning can be accessed independently (through e.g. screen readers, predictive text or voice recognition software) and it is important to find out how accessing learning in this way influences the learning experience. Again, the research team should purposefully sample students with disabilities in their data gathering. 
Effectiveness as an e-learner
The review of the literature shows that e-learning developments frequently evoke inconsistencies in reported student reactions. But perhaps these are the most interesting findings. It seems from the review so far that what is important is to look at how learners respond to the environment in which they find themselves. We have seen that learners respond differently to a radical change from a traditional pedagogy, cope differently with the emotionality of the experience, and develop strategies different for managing time. 

One way of explaining such differences is to use the concept of a continuum between novice and expert learners. The concerns of novice e-learners are fairly well explored, again, largely from research into CMC discussions e.g. expectations of appropriate use, need for introductions, permanency of messages, time commitments and patterns of use (Atack & Rankin, 2002; Hughes et al. 2002; Rourke & Anderson, 2002a; McKeogh, 2003; O'Reagan, 2003; Allan, 2004; Bird, 2004; Cramphorn, 2004; Dickey, 2004; Moore & Aspden, 2004). We know less about the ‘expert’ e-learner and even less about expert e-learners in other types of e-learning environments.
It is interesting to note though that in education more broadly, we have a fairly good idea of how an effective learner is characterised: active and strategic, skilled in co-operation and dialogue, able to develop goals and plans, monitors own progress (Watkins et al., 2002). We are not yet sure how to characterise an effective e-learner, although this review would point us at least to questions we might want to ask them about their organisation, study habits and conceptions of learning.
One way of capturing the diversity of the factors influencing the e-learning experience could be to ask ‘what makes for an effective e-learner?’ This would include 

· how are effective learners characterised? (e.g. IT skills, confidence, technology rich background)
· what beliefs and intentions do effective learners display? (e.g. understanding of the teaching and learning process and their role within that)

· What strategies do effective learners display? (e.g. managing their learning, fitting life around learning)

Such an approach has the added advantage that effective learners are likely to be more articulate and reflective, both about their current work and how they were as novices.
We recommend that the research team include effective learners in their sampling. Tutors themselves could have a role to play in defining ‘successful e-learning’ within their own teaching, but effective learners could be seen quite broadly including not just those who achieve the intended outcomes of the course, but those who are successful at learning with assistive technologies or those who have experienced several different types of e-learning.
4.  Sampling and data collection strategies 

Given the broad focus of the proposed study — an investigation into the student experience of e-learning — the appropriate methodology is that of ‘naturalistic inquiry’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It is clear from the review that an enormous variety of features affect the student experience of and their responses to e-learning innovations. The previous discussion of the available research of the student experience of e-learning suggests a case study approach is the most appropriate. The following definition captures the essence of this strategy:

Case study is a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence (Robson, 1993, p 52). 

A ‘collective case study’ (Stake, 1994), in which a variety of individual cases are purposefully sampled because of their variety, range, contradictions or complexity, may lead to a better understanding of issues about how students engage with e-learning. A collective case study drawing together individual voices from purposefully selected groups different learners (or learners in different situations) will provide some degree of generalisability and investigation of the research questions. 
Sampling strategy

The concept maps we have provided suggest the beginnings of a conceptual model and some research questions, two of four key steps in case study design (Robson, 1993). The third key step is deciding on a sampling strategy. The evaluation matrix that we have provided in the appendix confirms purposive sampling as a suitable approach for obtaining a degree of generalisability from a set of individual cases. This approach to sampling does not seek “to establish a random or representative sample drawn from a population but rather to identify specific groups of people who either possess characteristics or live in circumstances relevant to the social phenomenon being studied” (Mays & Pope, 1995a). Here learners would be identified because talking to them will enable exploration of a particular aspect of e-learners behaviour and thinking relevant to the research. This approach to sampling will allow the research team to include a wide range of types of informants and also to select key informants with access to important sources of knowledge.
The idea of purposive sampling is not to generalise to the whole population but to indicate common links or categories shared between the setting observed and others like it. Generalisability is always a problem with case studies. While some, like Stake (1994), consider that no attempt need be made to generalise from single cases, Silverman (2000) suggests four mechanisms for obtaining a degree of generalisability: combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to data collection, say by combining interviews and surveys; purposive sampling; theoretical sampling; using a theoretical model in which generalisability is assumed in any case.  

Differences between the sectors in the prevailing technologies in use, and also their applications make it important for sampling purposes to focus on typical e-learning contexts rather than on specific types of activity. Thus, for a study of the post-16 learner experience of e-learning to be representative of what is actually going on it will need to investigate, for example, instances of blended e-learning using a Virtual Learning Environment in HE, personalised/individual computer assisted learning plans in ACL, and technology enriched classrooms in FE.

As well as broad learning contexts that are of interest there is a range of individual students and learner differences which have been identified as being important to represent in the sample.
Purposive sampling allows for individuals or groups to be sampled iteratively. It is likely that towards the end of project there will be some selectively invited interviews and/or focus groups to refine understand of particular issues. 
Data collection methods

Two major gaps in data collection methodologies were identified in the review of current literature: stories or narratives that capture the diversity in how students use learning technologies in their formal studies and attempt to elicit beliefs and intentions. 
In order to elicit learner beliefs, motivations, intentions, and emotions it is usually recommended that where interviews are used, they follow semi-structured schedules to allow for both adequate elicitation and retain the ability to investigate the chosen research question(s). An alternative that we are proposing is the notion of an ‘interview plus’, where the ‘plus’ represents some artefact or activity chosen to guide recall or aid thinking aloud. These might be for example, 

· The learners own diary kept for the research study or course-related learning log e.g. Moore and Aspden (2004)
· Observation e.g. Aspen & Helm (2004) – the interviewer sat with students as they logged on the institutional VLE and asked them questions about their intentions and perceptions in real time. 

· Learners’ files – in ACL, at learning centres, learners keep their own files to record their progress. These would be a good prompt for an interview discussion about motivation, progression, what’s been learnt.

· Transcript of discussion board postings, combined with guided recall questioning

· Students’ work e.g. McNaught (2005) this student has created her own learning resources. Where student produce something as part of their course e.g. a website, a blog, a learning object, a MCQ, this could be the focus of an interview discussion. 

· Tracking, monitoring data from a VLE, for example showing login times and durations to elicit information about online behaviours

Using this approach is also likely to preserve the emphasis on eliciting feelings, perceptions, thick descriptions of experience that is the aim of the study than say employing surveys in combination with interview data. 
Whatever specific data collection techniques are chosen, we offer the following guiding principles to inform this choice…  

· Open ended - The research methodology needs to include open ended methods which allow for unexpected findings to emerge e.g. using mobiles, synchronous chat, Doug’s story about password use 

· Mixed mode - The research methodology needs to be multi-modal e.g. diaries + obsn + focus groups, to allow each individual perspective to be visible.

· Triangulated "Triangulation" refers to an approach to data collection in which evidence is deliberately sought from a wide range of different, independent sources and often by different means (for instance, comparing oral testimony with written records) (Mays & Pope, 1995b)

· Access beliefs and explanations and intentions. We recommend methodologies to access underlying beliefs and intentions e.g. think-aloud protocols in observation of e-learning use, guided recall using transcripts, observation of e-learning use + interview, diaries + interview, rep grids, tracking data + interviews

· Talk about learning with learners. Methodology needs to have ways of getting learners to talk about what they are doing, even if they don’t think of this as learning – conversations and flexible, start with concrete questions, describe then explain then evaluate.

· ‘fit for purpose/context’. For example, online interviews (Mann & Stewart, 2000; Crichton & Kinash, 2003), including group interviews, using email or asynchronous discussion tools may be highly appropriate for online learners accustomed to using such communication modes. The danger in this example is, however, a tendency towards a focus on an already well-researched areas of the student experience of e-learning (CMC use) at the expense of the more under-researched areas.
Increasing participation in data collection
This is likely to be a real issue given the recommendations we have made above about sampling for research questions. There is evidence from other fields that groups who are already traditionally disempowered are particularly difficult to recruit to engage in review and research focus groups (Webb, 2002). This is likely to be relevant to some of our suggestions for purposive samples including students with disabilities and international students.
Both Webb (2002) and MacDougall and Fudge (2001) comment on their surprise at the difficultly of recruiting subjects and its lack of mention in the literature.  Webb, in response to her surprise followed up with a questionnaire for non-attendees and found that the reasons they gave were prior commitments such as study leave, work, holidays and sick leave. However, those who did engage expressed the view that others had stayed away because of fear of confidentiality of what was said and how this would affect their role in their organisation. Making assurances about confidentiality is likely to help with recruitment. 
The MacDougall and Fudge (2001) paper is a personal account of the practicalities of sampling and recruiting for interviews and focus groups leading to a checklist for beginning researchers using focus groups. Recruitment strategies adapted from this paper of interest to us are to:
· conduct the research jointly with groups with which the participants are affiliated – for us this might be teachers/course authors

· make use of researchers own informal networks to gain access

· use a local contact person to gain access – give assurances to these people and answer all their questions promptly and fully

· send individual letters, followed by a telephone calls at 2 weeks and 1 day prior to date to confirm participation.

· Ensure all correspondence is personalised and that the individual participant has experiences and insights that will be of benefit to the research study.

· Make a point of showing how the research will benefit the community

· Ensure follow up – allowing participants to see the results of the research and the action to be taken as a result of the research. 

The two classic strategies for attracting participants are to either sell the event to students as in some way beneficial or to resort to inducement. The former strategy is important to emphasise. In virtually all cases likely to be associated with this study the learner should be able to expect at least a learning benefit through reflection on their experience. It may be even more direct than that where the study involves production and discussion of student-created artefacts, like diaries, web sites, critical perspective pieces and so on. Selling the event overlaps with inducement in these cases. If things like reflective diaries have been built into course requirements then discussion of them may offer certain assessment inducements in the sense of providing an opportunity to improve upon the artefact before it is submitted. In any case it is important to try to obtain the course leader’s support in ‘selling’ the learning benefit to prospective participants. The inducement strategy raises issues, both ethical and in relation to trustworthiness, but might involve the use of inducements other than cash (e.g. lottery entry, course credits, lunch, book vouchers). In all cases where student interviews and/or observations are carried out meals/refreshments should be provided or paid for and travel costs should be reimbursed. Even quite small cash reimbursements can be inducements to cash-strapped students.
In addition, scheduling needs to be flexible and informed. Interviews need to be conducted in periods when students are actively engaged in their studies yet not overwhelmed by examinations or other similar high-workload periods. 

5. Conclusions and recommendations
The now commonplace use of e-learning to supplement face to face teaching and the interesting and at times surprising findings from existing evaluations, are powerful arguments for further explorations of students’ perspectives of e-learning. This review has highlighted that while there are some consistencies in the student’s e-learning experience; learners display a wide range of reactions to the wide range of e-learning situations. In order for the forthcoming research study to be able to add significantly to our understanding of what impacts on the student experience of e-learning, it needs to start from clearly defined research questions and to allow them to drive the methodology. 
This review proposes the following possible questions for the research team to consider. 

1. How does e-learning relate to and contribute to the whole student experience? How is the increase in VLE usage and blended learning affecting this?

2. How do learners manage to fit online work around lives, jobs and other responsibilities? 
3. What are the learner intentions, rationales and feelings behind commonly noted online behaviours? (such as for CMC difficulty in participating in discussions and particularly discussions which lead to higher order learning)
4. How do students experience environments based on different pedagogies? (e.g. social constructivist, collaborative, technology enhanced didactic teaching environments)
5. How do learners perceive the role and the impact of the tutor’s role on their experience? What is the match with what the tutors say?

6. What are the learning habits and strategies of effective online learners?
7. What is the experience of groups of students from minority cultural groups (e.g. international students in HE, ESOL, EU and refugees in FE/ACL)?

8. What is the impact of prior experience of technology on the whole learning experience? (e.g. coming from technology rich homes,  IT skills, prior experience of online learning)
It is possible that a number of these research questions could be drawn together into an evolving framework which maps learner difference against external factors learners talk about as having affected their experience. Although we have made some suggestions as to what might be expected to be highlighted, we are keen that the research team adopts a methodology allows them to emerge, as so little research to date has done this. 

For example, we found that currently available research suggests that e-learning developments based on radical changes in traditional pedagogy e.g. those requiring collaboration or a significant change in the role of the tutor evoke the most inconsistencies in student perceptions. We found that previous studies have attempted to study such differences in individual reactions by categorising individual differences or conducting course evaluations which are highly contextualised and lacking in generalisability. 
As an alternative we suggest a research design which (see evaluation matrix)

· asks questions which tackle the holistic experience

· purposefully samples learners from situations where the literature review would suggest that we would find differences and those which we have identified as being under-researched

· uses methods which allow the learners voice to shine through 

· uses methods which elicit learner intentions and beliefs 

· begins to characterise the beliefs, intentions and strategies of effective e-learners
· develops an evolving framework which allows the determinants for what makes for an effective e-learner to emerge, rather than being prejudged 
· reports the outcomes as a collective case study drawing together individual voices from the purposefully selected learners.
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Evaluation matrix for research study

	Possible Research Questions
	Sampling, questioning and data collection techniques

	
	General and open – ended questions
	Culture & language 
e.g.international, ESOL, EU, refugees
	Novice to expert 
e.g. IT skills, online prior experience, technology-rich 
	Differentiation 

e.g. dyslexia, low literacy, confidence
	Effective learners 
e.g. approaches to learning, independence 

	The whole experience

How does e-learning relate to and contribute to the whole experience? How is the increase in VLE usage and blended learning affecting this?

How do learners managing to fit online work around lives, jobs and other responsibilities?
	Focus groups  - being an e-learner today – what’s it like? 

How do you fit it all in? How do you choose which technology to use?
	
	Ask students about the technology they use in their life e.g. msn, phone, mobile, e-mail. How might use of technology relate to study? What do technology-rich learners say?
	
	Tutor interviews – identify students who’ve progressed, continued

What are their learning habits and strategies?

Would they do any more e-learning?

	Eliciting beliefs and intentions

What are the learner intentions, rationales and feelings behind commonly noted observable behaviours?
	
	
	
	
	What did they do and in what way was it meaningful? 

Critical/breakthrough events

	The influence of the pedagogy

How do students experience different pedagogies e.g. social constructivist, collaborative, technology enhanced didactic teaching environments?
	Being part of a learning and e-learning community

Focus groups by course.
	
	
	
	Tutor interviews – which of your learners do well – why do you think they are effective? Can we talk to them?

	The influence of the tutor

How do learners perceive the role and the impact of the tutor’s role on their experience? What is the match with what the tutors say?
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