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Abstract

There has been a large increase in uptake in thefugirtual Learning Environments (VLES) within
higher education, including within Sport, LeisuradaTourism. VLE frameworks such as the
Wolverhampton Online Learning Framework (WOLF) haeeome an integral part of the delivery of
courses within some institutions. Encouraging sttgléo engage with the VLE in an interactive way,
rather than simply downloading material representhallenge for lecturers. Previous research has
proposed a three-tier model of engagement whiclgrpeses from the downloading of lectures to a
fully interactive framework. This paper describssues related to student usage of more interactive
VLEs and proposed practical guidelines based oanteexperiences. It is suggested that there is a
need for more rigorous evaluation of engagemerit WitEs.
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Introduction

Higher education is going through a rapid trane#ioprocess whereby education moves from
traditional face-to-face delivery and paper-bassthdce learning, to online provision (Nelson, 2002
The development and usage of Virtual Learning Emrments (VLES) to enhance learning is
therefore an area of significant development indbivery of UK higher education (see Haven and
Botterill, 2003 for a review). Haven and Botte(f003) provided an evaluation of the VLESs that are
currently used in HE institutions in Sport, Leisared Tourism. Examples of the proposed benefits for
lecturers identified through this evaluation inadd

1. the notion that the quality of discussions betwstaidents and lecturers can be improved due

to reflective interaction;
2. the ability to reach a large number of students;
3. more assured communication channels with students.
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Haven and Botterill (2003) emphasised the imporaok effective management of VLEs, as rapid
change can be associated with stress among balbngsuand lecturers.

Current provision of online courses is proposednimlve three stages (see Haven and Botterill,
2003). The basic approach is a ‘content + suppodet in which there is a relatively static body of
content that provides the core of the course, hredi$ supplemented by tutorial support with a low
level of interaction. Second, there is ‘wrap-aroumadel’ in which course materials are ‘wrapped’ by
activities, online discussions, etc. This is alsfemred to as a ‘50/50° model, because online
interactions and discussions occupy approximatalf/the students’ time. At the third level, these i
an ‘integrated model’ which is a resource-basedehaghere the course is defined by collaborative
activities, discussions and joint assignments. Tharse content is dynamic and is determined
predominantly by individual needs and group adwsit Participants and/or tutors make resource
contributions as the course progresses.

Usage of online information

Hall (2002) described how students are encouragedseé the Wolverhampton Online Learning
Framework (WOLF), which is the University of Wolliampton'’s VLE. Dale (2003a) described how
WOLF is used widely within the School of Sport, 8eming Arts and Leisure as part of the
implementation of the University’'s Technology Sugpd Learning strategy. Hall (2002) outlined
how students are encouraged to use WOLF, leadistutient engagement at a level consistent with a
content and support model. Hall’s (2002) paper iess the process through which a lecturer can
initiate student usage of a VLE through the dowding of lecture material. Dale (2003a) argued that
the use of VLEs as a deposit for class content) sisclecture notes and overheads, is a minimalist
approach to its use, but is a common one in thalistages of engagement. However, this renders th
VLE as a substitute for the dissemination of classerials and fails to fully embrace the functiatyal
that a VLE can bring in enhancing the student liegrexperience.

Use of interactive material

Recent research has evaluated students’ use cddtitee online materials (Dale, 2003b; Lane, et al.
2004). Lane et al. (2004) developed online methafdfeedback for use among sport, tourism and
leisure students through the use of multiple-chéésts. Over 500 students had access to such tests
via WOLF. Results indicated that over 95 per cdnstadents used WOLF, but the percentage of
students that used the differentiated tests waq2dwper cent of students accessed difficult tasts

13 per cent of students accessed easy tests),stunggéhat lecturers should encourage students to
engage with interactive material, rather than syngdwnloading lectures. The findings of Lane et al.
(2004) are consistent with low trends of studeraigesof VLESs reported by Batey (2002), although
she was referring to more basic engagement, rédtharinteractive engagement.

WOLF incorporates an online discussion forum whgla virtual arena where students can discuss
topics and issues that may have emanated fromtarde@n in-class workshop or a research seminar.
Discussion forums are able to sustain the contiauearning process between staff and students and
amongst students themselves. This occurs by offesindents the opportunity to engage in debate
‘anytime, anyplace, and anywhere’. In additionyvew information technology skills are required to
set up an online discussion. An example of thillustrated in Figure 1, which is a screen-shottfer
module Impacts of Tourism, where a number of disicustopics were set up to generate lucid debate
amongst the class, outside of the contact tutbna. Discussion topics focused on issues that had
been discussed in the tutorial sessions, sucheasitacts of all-inclusive resorts, the effectivenef
economic impact measurement techniques, and soTlba. discussions would ultimately assist
students in the development of their final assesgat. It was also anticipated that students would
set up their own discussion topics once the ordieleates were underway. However, Dale (2003b)
found mixed results in terms of the effectivenedstleese online discussion groups among
undergraduate and postgraduate students.
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Dale (2003b) reported that students rarely engagednline learning forums. He reported that
motivating students to use the online discussi@us is one of the main challenges for lecturérs. |
is often the case that the better performing stisdengage in the debates, whilst the remainddreof t
class either offer limited debate or fail to engagell. Lack of engagement could be due to a numbe
of reasons, such as poor motivation, low self-awmrice in relation to the knowledge required, or
students anticipating feeling embarrassed if the@rs interpret their work as poor.
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The all-inclusive haliday is an excellent idea for certain types of tourists who want a
holiday that is easy to book because it enables them to purchase a total package
where all the complimentry goods are included. But maybe the companies who
own these all inclusives should try and help the actual TDZ's they are in by trying to
train and employ the local residents. They could also help the local economy by
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there, but they definatley should make sure not to exclude the local community and
possibly try to incorporate them into their activities and running of the business to
make sure they also benifit from the tourists.
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Figure 1: Screen-shot for a discussion forum on atrrism module

The present study builds upon the work of Dale 8(Q@003b) and Lane et al. (2004), and describes
a strategy for promoting the use of interactiveifos on the WOLF platform. The strategy is based on
the content of modules in sport sciences and toy@sd was developed through critical reflection on
how to move forward in encouraging students to VkEs interactively. Given the value lecturers
place in the development of online material, andneneasing awareness that the delivery of higher
education programmes will increasingly use VLE®réhis a need to identify methods that lead to
effective student usage of such material. Our receork has developed materials such as
differentiated tests (see Lane et al.,, 2004) thatlents can use. Effective promotion of student
engagement with interactive online material codldvastudents to make better use of such material.
The remainder of this paper describes the stragemyie the underlying principles that contributed to
the effectiveness of this process, so that lecturem other institutions can apply these in thosin
online learning developments (see Figure 2).

Development of a model for effective engagement discussion

forums

The model for effective engagement in discussionrfs was developed through a combination of
theory and practice and was tested on a modul@adrt and exercise psychology. Results indicated
that approximately 80 per cent of students engagdide forum, which represents a marked increase
on earlier efforts (see Lane et al., 2003). Itder@wledged that this is tentative evidence of stiid
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engagement, but represents a noticeable increatbe digures of 21 per cent and 13 per cent refdorte
by Lane et al. (2004).
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1. Integrate information from the online discussiotmimodule delivery.

2. Encourage students to work as part of a team anglaiwe their information in the
forum.

3. Synthesise student opinion, show contrasting opsiand comment on the nature pf
discussion. Positively reward students for engadgirthe process.

Figure 2: Principles for effective engagement in dme discussion forums

Integrate information from the online discussiotoimodule delivery

An assumption that was made in our previous woiki€D2003b; Lane et al., 2004) was that students
would engage with the interactive learning matefTdde logic for this assumption was based on the
rapid rate of uptake of information placed on WOBEudents within the School of Sport, Performing
Arts and Leisure have come to expect modules taviadlable online. The change in culture and the
expectation that important information can be fommdWOLF has led to pressure being placed on
lecturers to provide this material. Thus, it wagidal to assume that as students access lectures
available on WOLF, they would engage in a moreradtve process. This evidently did not happen.

Hall (2002) integrated use of WOLF by changing thedule guide so that the module outline

included a session on how to use WOLF. Studenéndftke a strategic view of what work is needed
and their work can be focused tightly around couespiirements. Timetabling students to engage in
online discussion forums formalises this type afrténg, and placing it within the module guide puts

a stronger emphasis on the value of student engagethan encouragement given in the lecture.
Findings that show students are good at downlodeéictgres should not be surprising as the lecture i

the traditional way in which the important infornaat is transferred. Students are unsure of theevalu
of engagement in online discussions, and so, urisingly, will show some caution in using these.

We have found that using a case study style appr@acseful in initiating interest. Students are
presented with issues, for example, in an applptsand exercise psychology module, some case
notes of individuals that described specific proidewere provided (see Figure 3). Each example
presents a set of case notes for a hypotheticaliducl, with details of previous assessments dwed t
sport and exercise psychologist’'s comments. Stgdeate asked to provide practical advice that was
based on theory and research, and to write theforese into the forum.

While students are given a common problem, theydinected to different sources of information,
including importantly, resources that can be aaskds/ multiple students from the Internet, rather
than individually from a library, or a combinatiofithe Internet and the library. Most libraries act
resourced to cater for class sizes of 100 studsmtsltaneously trying to use books or journals. By
contrast, many universities have a number of coerpigrminals that students can access, with some
universities providing Internet access for studemstsuse through their own computer. Directing
students to different resources might thereforp lehlleviate this resource issue.

Place students into teams and ask them to grounomgi to be added
to the forum

Research shows that individual performance on itaportasks in the presence of an important
audience is stressful (Hardy and Jones, 1994; Lemdind Lane, 2002). For example, research has
shown that anxiety scores are lower when indivisip&rform as part of a team (Martens et al., 1990).
Terry et al. (2000) reported that feeling part afadesive team was associated with positive mood.
Lane et al. (2003) reported that student stressss®ciated with inadequate social support. Thus,
developing a sense of belonging could not only cedstudent stress, but could also enhance
performance through an increased use of discussioms. We suggest that module leaders should
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place students in groups, or allow them to formrtbemn, and students should engage in discussion
firstly within these groups, before submitting theritten piece to the online discussion forum.

Name: Kate Jones Date of birth: 23/4/1970 Gender: Female

Case History

| first met Kate in September 2003. Kate weigh@dstbne and she explained that she was trying bty
and her doctor had advised her that she shouldiegght. She reported that she had always beemveight
and hated P.E. at school. She said there werepss tyf sport or exercise she liked although sherlexer
really participated due to her size. Kate seemoedatve little belief that she would lose any weightshe
indicated that she thought the weight gain had loeewn to her genes. Kate has a sedentary job.

Seminar session
You are working for the National Health as an eisgr@sychologist. If individuals can be encourated
exercise, this would save the National Health oiilli of pounds in treatment costs. You have beerthak a
key objective of your job is to encourage exerciptake. An individual has been referred to you. Yiaue
been given some case notes.

With reference to the individual who you have beeked to work with, use answers to the followipg
guestions to help inform your work.
1) Is the individual intrinsically motivated, extrirsilly motivated, or A-motivated?
2) Could extrinsic rewards (financial) be used tothetperson started, and if so, what sort of reward
would you offer?
3) How would you try to enhance the self-efficacy pgtions toward exercising?
4) You are trying to get the person to set goals, howld you manage this process and what sort of
goals would you encourage them to set?
5) How would you get them to start exercising?
6) What would you do to encourage them to keep exagids

WOLF Reading (you could go to books, journals or iternet sources)
SR3013 module (well done to all those who have édgon so far)
Read the lectures: ‘Interventions’

‘Motivation’

Figure 3: Example of worksheet used to stimulate p#cipation in the discussion forum in an exercise
psychology module

Providing positive and constructive feedback

Following the first two guidelines suggested absteuld lead to students engaging in discussion
forums as part of their teams. To ensure sustdityabf the use of these forums, the lecturer ndeds
provide feedback, and a summary of the work unllertaOffering feedback evidences to the student
that the lecturer is interested in their commeiite lecturer must be sensitive to the impact oir the
comments, as negative reinforcement is likely sultein disengagement with the use of the forum. A
goal should be to ensure that the student contittuesgage with discussion groups. One strategy fo
doing this is to synthesise student opinion so thahows contrasting opinions. It is important to
encourage students who engage with the process.

As the number of student comments increases, tieme@mes a need to synthesise this information so
that it can become a resource. One strategy fargdiiis is to remove all comments and place them
into a new file with the lecturer’'s comments. Usthgs approach, it is possible to show the students
that different perspectives are valued. Althougis tihay take a relatively long time, it should be
emphasised that the lecturer is creating a resdardbe next time the module is delivered. We wioul
argue that collating students’ comments shouldhbddcus of discussion within lectures.
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Limitations

A limitation of developments such as this is thetslity of the system. If the system fails or dasot
function properly then students can lose interest leecome frustrated. Therefore, effective central
support is essential in maintaining the reliabilitiythe systems to ensure the continued use of the
discussions. The development of effective commuimnamethods between students and lecturers
can help to identify possible problems, becausechlpm experienced by one student, is probably
being experienced by others. Equally, rapid changéschnology often mean that the relative success
of information technology supported learning idushced by the quality of the student’s computer.

Conclusions

In conclusion, we suggest that the discussion footfers an excellent way in which the lecturer can
engage with large class sizes. Lecturers shouldasstime that because they develop interactive
material that students will necessarily use it. Phesent study proposed a model for encouraging
students to engage in discussion forums and grdopesgration of online materials into traditional
lecture-based sessions can help legitimise the memethods. Lecturers need to be proactive,
recognise the student’s work and provide feedb@dkilst this might be considered additional work,
it should be noted that synthesising student consremd adding commentary could provide a semi-
permanent resource for students to use in subseteetions of the module.
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