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Learning How to Learn in the Shifting Sands of Technology
Sharon Korek & Karen Clark (University of Hertfordshire)
Introduction

Our flexible campus/distance Graduate Diploma in Law has been running since 2007, it is offered around an electronically- facilitated transmission model which “captures the classroom”.  Campus based three hour workshops engage the face to face learner and a wide variety of materials
 is recorded in these sessions and posted in Studynet, the University of Hertfordshire’s managed learning environment. In addition synchronous and asynchronous discussion, multiple choice questions and email/telephone contact are used to support the distance student by promoting interaction and learning conversations.

 During semester B of 2008/9 we observed a fall in campus based attendance which prompted us to reflect on the mode of engagement and its sustainability, though in fact the drop in attendance was not repeated in 2009/10. Were students getting everything they needed from Studynet? Was attendance no longer necessary/desirable? If this was the case there would be consequences for our model: ultimately we would have no classroom to capture, so what would we be sharing with the distance learner? If the physical classroom did not exist, how could our current model create an equivalent online class?
With the help of UH’s Change Academy for Blended Learning Enhancement we reviewed what we were doing in 2009/10, elicited student feedback on their experience and also trialled a host of new ideas. One aspect of our enquiry was the distance student’s experience of a learning community – was this as effective as it could be? In line with the HEFCE 05/12 e-learning strategy, our focus was rather generally to enhance “learning teaching and assessment through technology” rather than to investigate any specific technological innovations. 
We were working with Gilly Salmon’s
 ideas about moderating an effective online community and contemplated whether this should be hosted within Studynet or outside using NING or a similar social network. Despite an intended focus on pedagogy we quickly found ourselves caught up with the practicalities and multiple technological options. 
We employed a visiting lecturer, who did not teach on the programme, to question students through telephone and on-line surveys and at informal face-to-face forums. This elicited much qualitative and some quantitative data.
 Broadly, it found a lively engagement with campus activities and general satisfaction with the programme especially where it involved collaboration and interaction. Among distance learners there was some desire for more interaction. 
In response to the feedback we introduced a number of changes including audio feedback for some coursework, individual written feedback on examination scripts and optional periodic synchronous sessions. We also set about planning a pattern of compulsory formative activities for 2010/11 to encourage steady engagement and offer new chances and ways of interacting with learning resources.
Our attempts to create an online social group in September 2010 met with mixed success. We located this in the end within Studynet as we felt a different platform might prove a distraction.  However, because the programme is fully flexible some learners come for the induction week while others do not, it proved difficult to tempt those present in person to duplicate their effort on line at the same time.  

The introduction of a planned pattern of compulsory activities appears to have been useful – though we will have to work on the scheduling/presentation of this next year. We are particularly pleased with two innovations which seem to have been especially effective in giving students a chance to construct and test their understanding. One involves asking learners to draft multiple choice questions on the subject content– some for use with electronic voting systems – and the other peer-to-peer presentations through the OU’s Flashmeeting project. 

Running alongside the practical changes in our GDL we have also reflected on the impact the project had on our own and our colleagues’ perceptions.   As we have engaged ourselves more fully in the scholarship of learning and teaching we have begun to find the language to reflect more effectively on our roles.
It seems curious that even with a willingness to engage with pedagogy, encouragement from our LTI and support from experienced practitioners (our CABLE facilitator was Dr Marija Cubric – an authority on the use of wikis and a reader in e-learning at UH) we only slowly got to grips with central importance of this.  The “shifting sands” of technology – the sheer range of possibilities, the practicalities of trialling them - was dizzying and distracting. Our colleagues teaching the GDL but not driving the project understandably seemed to perceive it as the creation of more things for them to do, more technological things to find out about – more pressure.

We were keen not to undermine confidence in an established teaching team on a successful programme: what we wanted to do was build on our expertise. At an end-of-year staff an away day we pooled ideas about staff and student perceptions of what “worked best”. Curiously again, though driven by real desire to enhance learning, we talked about individual activities and not really about the rationale and underpinning for this. We put together a tutor handbook of ideas and guidelines to form the basis of engagement in the 2010/11 academic year: again almost entirely practical. 

Focusing on the pragmatic was intended to make goals seem achievable and specific. However, the pace and extent of change in the sector continues to increase and over the next few years even those of us on graduate programmes  will find digital natives in our classrooms not only comfortable with any technological innovation but also educated in how to learn.  Students are demanding more flexible routes to study and physical constraints which made sense of the lecture/seminar framework do not apply on the web. Unless we articulate not only what works but why it works, we may be blinded by the shifting sands and unable to test the next big thing against what we believe. 

Our experience has shown how effective and enjoyable interactive learning can be both on line and on campus. We find much to commend Laurillard’s ideas of the conversational framework, building opportunities for students to test and mould their understanding of legal concepts. Our model of distance learning captured much interactivity in class and offered off-site students the chance to engage actively but left them free to choose to learn as spectators, rather like the quiet ones in a seminar room. New technology offers new opportunities to give these students – wherever they are – the chance dynamically to build their understanding through active learning conversations around wikis, podcasts, question drafting etc. As the next big thing comes along we know we will be measuring it up against this idea – does it offer the student the chance to articulate their understanding in a new way, not against the complexity of the IT. 
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� Salmon (2002) E-tivities


� Altogether 33 of 70 students canvassed responded
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