e-Learning in the Disciplines symposium

Reflections on key curriculum outcomes, challenges and 
e-learning issues from cognate discipline groups

Arts and Humanities

Key learning outcomes

‘Critical thinking and creative practice, and the relationship between them’

· Critical thinking:

· reflection, self-evaluation and self-awareness

· engagement with a broader critical tradition, e.g. the skills of contextualisation, justification, comparison, review, critique, evaluation.

· in critical subjects such as history and literature, other important skills include evaluation of sources, and rigour in argument.

· Creative practice:

· Professional-standard skills in chosen area, e.g. use of appropriate tools (including software tools)

· Developing own creative process– important to capture and assess this as well as outcomes 

· Understanding professional contexts and ways of working

· Communicating effectively using different modes of expression:

· including specialised modes (e.g. performance)

· understanding issues of style, genre, audience etc

· Academic reading and writing skills

· including skills of creating new knowledge/understanding through research

Key Challenges

· Strategic learners

· Learners tend to expect ‘spoon feeding’ of ideas and skills, with frequent assessment

· Have difficulty with extended pieces of work and long-term goals/outcomes

· Unused to lengthy or challenging pieces of reading – particularly problematic in critical subjects

· Adopt a low-risk approach – particularly problematic in creative subjects

· Potentially negative impact of ICT on pace and depth of learning

· Information can be quickly collated without being critically understood

· Focus on quantity and speed rather than quality of engagement

· Quality of resources often poor, and/or their provenance unclear: lack of rigour

· ICT-based media encourage immersion rather than reflection and critique

· New practices of reading and writing – ‘patchworking’, cut and paste etc – used unreflectively

· Negative impact of using software that has design ‘built in’

· business tools rather than creative tools used as standard

· software has implicit cognitive framework that may not suit the learning or creative aims of the individual

· over-reliance on design tools undermines individuality of expression 

· VLEs etc tend not to be discipline sensitive – suit administrative needs of institution, not demands of critique or experimentation

· Staff time

· Size of classes (general issue, but has specific impact on disciplines where studio work and close engagement with practising professionals is expected)

Some valuable e-learning tools and approaches

· Modelling:

· need to use ICT in ways that we want learners to adopt, e.g. creative, subversive

· focusing on creative ideas and content rather than the tools themselves

· Capturing learning and creative processes as well as products:

· Virtual workshops and studios

· Capture technology e.g. video, audio, text-based discussion

· Slows down the creative process

· Allows for reflection, sharing, peer review and comment, submission of ‘process’ artefacts for assessment…

· Discipline-specific or -sensitive learning environments

· e.g. Virtual Studio, StageStruck, StorySpace…

· e-portfolios 

· use to develop habits of personal reflection

· build up portfolio of work to showcase to reviewers and potential employers

· also useful for articulating practices of ‘patchwork writing’

· Get learners to engage with new media as producers and as critics, as well as consumers of information

· e.g. writing web page, games and hypertexts.

· Encourage critical reflection on the software used

· e.g. what assumptions are made about users, how is creative practice being constrained?

· Make learners aware of different practices of reading and writing

· e.g. ‘patchwork’ writing, hypertext writing, traditional academic writing, different genres etc 

· so learners can use these techniques reflectively and creatively

· Encourage learners to build their own creative communities using social software

· Involve learners in lives of professional practitioners using:

· capture software (e.g. video) to record professional practices and work in progress

· computer mediated communication to bring outside practitioners into the classroom/studio

· Use wikis 

· encourage shared knowledge building and active research

· can involve ex-students, learners from other institutions and outside professionals

· Enhance internet research skills through 

· use of professional academic research services eg Athens etc

· extended research tasks (may be carried out in groups, at least initially, to allow division of labour and give confidence)

· ‘real’ research tasks e.g. involve undergraduates in real research projects with research students as mentors

· integrating online research tasks with library research tasks (or other off-line tasks appropriate to discipline)

Natural Sciences and Maths / ICS

Due to the under-representation of staff from Maths / ICS and Natural Sciences communities these groups opted to combine to address issues of similarity and difference.

Key Curriculum Issues
Participants felt that despite, and perhaps because of, the potential offered by technology there was need to students to ‘do things long hand’ – be they mathematical equations or geo-spatial mapping.
Problem solving skills were important to participants. These were unpacked to include:

· conceptualising / modelling problems, 
· developing / extrapolating solutions (either real world or abstract)
· testing and reflecting on solution.

The issue of the simulations and ‘virtual fieldwork’ was raised by natural scientists in the group and there was much discussion about the role of ‘real’ fieldwork in participating in a community of practice. The group recognised the tactic (sensory) knowledge gained through field trips and the difficulty of unpack this from assessed learning outcomes. 
Technological Opportunities and Challenges
Whilst technology had opened up new subjects and approaches (eg the raise of GIS as a subject) as indicated earlier the benefits have been matched by emerging tensions about what is core subject knowledge (the use of specialist software / calculators in Maths exams).
‘Visualising the abstract’ (from numeric sequences to geo-spatial data) was a opportunity created by technology across the subjects.
In Natural Sciences the ability to use technology to provide access to ‘real’ data from remote areas was seen as a positive and growing use.

The varying use of e-assessment was highlighted. Whilst this is large MCQ based there was interest amongst the Natural Science to look at more complex use. Maths, Stats and OR community have a range of work underway to look at more innovative approaches to e-assessement.
Participants also began to identify the technologies which are not commonly used within the subjects. Whilst other groups highlighted e-portfolios and other reflective technology participants identified e-Portfolios and reflective tools such as weblogs as key tools not used. It was initially perceived that this was due to the ‘objective’ nature of the subjects, however participants also identified the use of ‘lab books’ in their subjects which could be moved on online to fulfil a similar record of reflection. The need to use the discourse and terminology of the discipline areas when talking about technology was highlighted by this example.
Social Sciences

Common outcomes
· Communication, dialogue. Face to face is integral and valued, even essential. 

· Practical engagement with large body of evidence/resources – requires information literacy skills

· Other employment related skills e.g. info management, historical skills, evaluating websites, time management, using a trowel

Common challenges

· Efficiency rationale for e-learning

· Access to technology for all students

· Facilitating online discussions (who are we doing this for?)

· Information literacy skills

· International groups

· Using web as an authoritative resource

· Need to respond very quickly
Technology supporting outcomes

· Not dialogue - online discussions difficult to do well

· Getting students using resources to explore background and context (large amount of material in law, topical in human rights, digital archive in history)

· Communications and groups support development of engaging with other cultures, working with international groups

· Tracking and monitoring of students supports students’ own management of learning skills (from time management to portfolio creation)

Health Sciences
Key outcome for learners

Teamwork is important, as is inter-professional communication. Reflection is also important (for most CETLs represented).

Key challenges for all with respect to learners: 

Getting away from the expert model, i.e. empowering the learner to give their own viewpoint in, for example, an online debate. This relates to the issue of sharing resources. A related wider issue is where do policies on use of ICT come from? For example, some hospital authorities try to lock down the use of new technologies so that students brining in PDAs and data sticks may not be ‘usable’ with hospital systems. Indeed, one colleague noted that ideas to introduce PDAs in to the assessment practice of nurses has been greeted with ‘problematic’ attitudes.

Key challenges for subject specialist

The curriculum has to acknowledge competencies for practitioners that are set by governing bodies and professional bodies. Indeed, some bodies expect students to be IT literate (some do not). Raises the question: What is IT literacy. Is it European Computer Driving Licence level?

General issue or challenge for subject

People (staff) can get left behind in terms of skills expected of them. This has staff development implications. Also, staff without e-learning know-how will not be acting as a role model fro students
