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SUMMARY

The paper will consider a number of pedagogical issues, in particular the role of group work and the validity of feedback provided during the preparation of summative assessment. The paper considers whether or not the use of technology and practical skills offers any real benefit to the students understanding of criminal law. The paper will consider the advantages and disadvantages which emerged from the project for both students and staff.
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INTRODUCTION
At Leeds Metropolitan University, a key strand of the Assessment, Learning and Teaching (ALT) Strategy has been to develop the use of technology enhanced learning across all modules. In early 2008, the University published a series of minimum expectations for the use of the virtual learning environment which is x-stream (a version of blackboard). At that point in time, use of x-stream by the crime team was limited to the publication of lecture slides.

As joint module leaders in crime, we attended various training course on the uses of the technology to decide how to meet the university requirements for its use. From the outset, we were both extremely reluctant to use technology for its own sake, as a pointless addition to the core business of the crime module, which we viewed as enabling students to understand legal principles and consider how they can or should be applied. We felt very strongly that any changes to the module should be made only if they provided a useful learning tool for the students, and not simply to meet the criteria set by the ALT strategy.

At the same time, we were looking to refresh the curriculum, and to make the module more relevant and engaging. In an ideal world, we would have loved to be able to develop a law clinic for all 400 students taking the module, to allow them to see how a criminal case develops but this was never a possibility. It is now widely accepted that embedding concepts in a “real world” paradigm enhances student learning (Grout,  2000) and the development of clinical legal education has demonstrated the utility of the constructivist paradigm. However, we began to see how the possibilities offered by the virtual environment could allow us to provide students with an experiential learning exercise. We were able to locate a number of studies, albeit from non-legal disciplines, which seemed to show that technology enhanced learning could be used in this way, and that students had responded well to it, reporting that the work had been interesting and the feedback useful (McDowell et al, and Edwards et al cited in Rust 2000).

We therefore developed a project which would involve the students in time constrained research tasks, working in on line groups, and incorporating elements of both formative and summative assessment.

This paper will outline the form of the project, and evaluate its successes and limitations in engaging students with the learning experience.

OUTLINE OF THE PROJECT
Prior to the project, students were required to complete an online multiple choice assessment worth 15% of the total module mark, in order to ensure that students were familiar with the x-stream environment. At the commencement of the project students were randomly allocated into groups of four, and we created a private discussion board for each group visible only to the members, and to teaching staff. Within the group, each student was allocated a role, A, B, C or D. The students were told that, for the duration of the project, they would be acting as paralegals under the supervision of a criminal defence solicitor. Staff took on the supervisory role for a number of groups.

At the start of the project, we released onto the x-stream page three witness statements, all describing the same series of incidents involving four possible defendants, together with a memorandum from their supervisor explaining that he was due to attend the police station with the clients. Each student was given responsibility for one client corresponding to their allocated letter (A, B, C or D).

The students were given forty eight hours to compile a timeline of events pertinent to their client, and to post it on the board. Students were told that, in order to progress to the second stage, all four group members would need to complete the task.

At the end of that period, staff logged on to the boards and gave some feedback on accuracy. Students were then given a further forty eight hours to submit a summary of the likely offence they thought their client would face, and an indication of the range of sentences possible, based on the crowns evidence. At the conclusion of this part of the task, more feedback was given to students on their work to date. 

Finally, we released audio files of the interviews with the police and the clients. Students were then given their summative assessment which was to produce a memorandum for their supervisor detailing the strength of the prosecution case against them, an explanation and evaluation of the defence raised in interview, and an overview of sentencing options if convicted. This work was worth 25% of the module mark.
EVALUATION

GROUP WORK
The assessment method and design was the first consideration for this project as we were conscious that our students are very assessment focused, indeed this a generic problem across the sector. The curriculum was then designed around the ideas we had for the assessment. The reason for this was quite fundamental, as we wished to simulate a “real” case which would not only allow students to demonstrate their subject specific knowledge but also develop and exhibit employability skills. The simulated case would allow students to be able to familiarise themselves with the materials, and obtain formative feedback from both peers and the tutors. In order for us to try and foster such an environment it was imperative that we allowed students to feel confident within the virtual learning space and in an in attempting this we decided to create small groups of students (four per group) which were not accessible to any other students. When allocating the groups we opted for a random allocation. There is a common belief that positive group work requires provision for self-selection (Barron, 2006). However, despite this evidence, we felt it was more important to ensure the groups had a mixture of abilities and disciplines (as non-law students also study this module) working collaboratively and supporting each other through the learning experience. After initial resistance to this approach from the students, we found this to be an effective way of encouraging collegiality within the online groups.
A further aim within the setting up of the project was to clearly signal to students what skills they were developing that could be used as transferable skills for the work place (Barron, 2006). X-stream was to be the main environment for this part of the module: there was some literature to support this decision, in the form of a number of studies available about the use of ICT to provide experiential learning acting as practitioners, albeit in a different disciplines (McDowell et al, and Edwards et al cited in Rust 2000). These studies found that students reported they  found the activity based learning more interesting than traditional paper based exercises.
Using technology for technology’s sake was something we were aiming to avoid as we believe that unless the technology is enhancing the learning of the students it will never fully engage them. Voluntary activities, regardless of their benefit to the learning experience, are ignored by the assessment focussed, strategic student. We hoped that using the virtual environment to conduct this blended learning approach would enhance the students’ experience of working collaboratively and diminish the stresses of more traditional setting of learning and assessment (Walker, 2007) by providing support throughout the process.
The use of x-stream as the primary learning environment, and the structure of the project was unfamiliar to the cohort. Prior to the start of the project, many expressed dissatisfaction with the notion that they would be placed in a group with people they did not know. This was not a major concern as reports have shown that many students are ambivalent about group work (30%), whilst a significant minority voice a strong dislike (10%) (Walker, 2007). However, the study was based on classroom based group work, and Walker drew a distinction between extraverted and introverted students, making the perhaps unsurprising point that the latter group found the experience difficult or uncomfortable. (Interestingly, though, her study found no discernable distinction between the grades achieved by each group.) 

We believed that the use of the virtual learning environment as a meeting space would eradicate many of the issues raised by Walker. It proved to be the case that once the project began, the level of student engagement was extremely encouraging. However, it has to be said that the success of the group work aspect was mixed. Where the groups embraced the notion of collaboration, the results exceeded expectations, providing exemplars of experiential learning in action. The tutors found they could step back from the process, as the students assisted each other in their separate tasks, and gave each other feedback. See, for example, the extracts below from two different groups:

GROUP 004

Hi all,
I have completed a second draft of any possible charges woman a might face. If you can think of any changes I can make please let me know.
Thanks
M
I think that your work is accurate and well thought out. Just make sure that you know which cases you are using as your authority for which principles. As long as this is clear in your own mind then i wouldnt make any further alterations.
T
GROUP 007

hey, just looked at the statement again and i can only see woman B mentioned once :|
cant see where she's mentioned after middnight?
S
Hey S...hope your okay.....yes if you are looking at the timeline for woman B....from what i can see she was only spotted at the very beginning at around 11pm....but was also spotted at midnight....look at vernon lanes statement.....regardless of what she may or may not have done you still need to give details of her where abouts and the times.
Hope this helps :-)
Regards
S
There were other groups, though, where although each individual student completed their allocated task; there was no interaction with other group members. Arguably, then, the group work aspect of the project had no benefit for these students. Certainly, their levels of reported satisfaction (discussed below) were lower. However, there is a valid argument to be made that the environment still assisted these students even if the value was not explicitly clear to them. The public nature of the forum, and the visibility of their work and academic feedback may well have had an impact on performance due to the “social dimension” created by the knowledge that submissions were visible to peers as well as staff (Gibbs et al: 2000) Gibbs presupposes this is positive. More consideration is needed to consider whether or not this was positive or negative, and in the coming year the evaluation process needs to try to elicit this information. It is not clear whether or not those students who struggle in a classroom setting are more or less intimidated on line. A major gap in the entire process has been consideration of overseas students for whom English is a second language. This is a small cohort on the law programme, but nonetheless, this is an area that requires significant attention.
The flexibility afforded to students in managing their time was visible simply by checking the times of postings, which were spread throughout the day and night, with some students posting in the early hours. This can be read positively, as supporting student diversity, and allowing those in employment, or with family commitments, to work when it suited them. A note of caution should be sounded here as, in common with other studies in the use of IT (e.g. the McDowell study referenced above), we cannot assume that all our students, from a diverse range of backgrounds, have the familiarity with or even access to computer technology. A small number of students complained that, with no internet access at home, they had to attend college at inconvenient times in order to log on and comply with the deadlines. 

FEEDBACK
A key concern throughout the development and implementation of the project was how to promote collaboration without plagiarism or collusion. When the case study was written it involved four defendants, each one with particular legal issues, and each student was allocated to one person. Therefore, although they could see the standard of work and kind of feedback given to colleagues, this would not assist them in solving their individual problem. This sounds straightforward, but the creation of the materials was incredibly labour intensive, and it was very tricky to ensure that each student was given a task comparable in complexity. However, Rogers, in setting out what she refers to as assessment truisms, had said that “generally, there’s an inverse relationship between the quality of measurement methods and there expediency” (Rogers, 2000). In addition, setting up the project did involve a large investment of time, but the materials now exist, the technology has been trialled, and in the next years, the time will be considerably less.

It seems to be accepted that meaningful formative feedback is one of the best ways to support student learning, and students perceive the receipt of feedback as a measure of the quality of their educational experience (one quarter of the questions on the National Student Survey deal with the issue).  This is not consistent with findings that students often fail to read feedback (Hounsell et al 2008), or fail to understand it (Lea and Street 1998). Students tend to focus solely on the grade given to the work, and spend little time reading the evaluative comments. Jackson (1995) found that students like to see lots of written commentary on their work, but only because this reassures them someone has actually read it.

The use of feedback within the project itself was one of the most important elements, and the hardest to manage. The aim was to create the kind of "feedback loop" envisaged by Hounsell et al (2008), where the feedback provides clarification and support, and feeds forward to improvement at the next stage. Incorporating feedback into the assessment itself, it was hoped, would force students to acknowledge the feedback and act on it. There is ample literature which confirms feedback must be timely (e.g. Gibbs and Simpson 2004) in order to be acted upon. We set tight deadlines within the project for the staff in order to meet this aim. We also set tight deadlines for the students, so that they would be encouraged to log on soon after feedback was released. For example, students submitted at 9am on the Monday, feedback was given by the end of that day and the next task released the following morning. This had an additional, unforeseen benefit, of giving the project a momentum and promoting student engagement. Evaluation comments reflected the fact that students enjoyed this aspect.

Jackson (1994) carried out a study which had a two stage assessment process, involving students receiving comments without a grade, and then being required to peer read two other students' work and provide an evaluation of their own to trigger release of the grade. He felt that peer reading was an extremely useful tool to foster self reflective learning, and was fairly dismissive of concerns about the difficulties this could pose for shy students, stating "The trouble is that as soon as they graduate, there is no one to protect them and working with peers is normal, not abnormal."

However, the combination of formative feedback within a summative assessment in the context of group work raises questions about fairness, and academic standards. How can we ensure that we do not reward those students who do very little, and how can we make sure that, in providing feedback, we are not preparing the assessment for the students.

There were colleagues who felt that the provision of feedback was tantamount to doing the work for the students, and concerns were raised about the academic integrity of the assessment. We had to acknowledge that a boundary exists between providing help and guidance and assisting with completion of the work. There is, after all, an opportunity for students not only to utilise feedback in preparing material for the final stage but to redraft the first submission. If we accept, however, that formative assessment and feedback is a good thing, we should also recognise the reality that many students do not take up the opportunity to engage in activities which are not part of the summative assessment and therefore, do not benefit from the process. To ensure that students were not unduly rewarded for work that they had received some assistance with, the marking scheme was weighted to give more credit for the last part of the work. However, the links between the formative part of the assessment, and the summative were explicit to the students and therefore, engagement was higher. 

We felt it was important, however, to ensure that the feedback process did not advantage students who did not make efforts to produce a good first submission, and did reward those who had excelled. Therefore, we attempted to provide graduated feedback. We thought we knew what a weak answer, an average and a good answer would look like and drafted three responses so that students would receive feedback proportionate to their level of engagement with the project. This was explained to the students prior to the commencement of the project.

The feedback was visible to the whole group so the process was transparent, and students could clearly see the benefits of putting together a detailed answer. This was attractive to students who commented in evaluation that this seemed fair, and that they liked the fact that the more work they put in, the more they got from the tutors. 

This part of the project needs to be revisited as it was problematic, not least because the provision of feedback was extremely onerous. We had hoped to be able to do a lot of "cutting and pasting" but this did not really work as it proved impossible to account for all the variables of student response, so there was a need to individualise the feedback. At the University of Strathclyde a study (2007) dealing with large scale on line group work took the decision to give feedback to one group, but visible to all. The view was this allowed staff to make more substantive comments, and encouraged reflection and comparison by the groups that didn't receive comments (Ross and Welsh, 2007). This is attractive, but not without difficulties. The evaluation provided by the students made it clear they particularly valued the personal and timely nature of the feedback and as highlighted, there were many variations of response content and quality, it would be hard to find one version of feedback that would have some direct relevance to all students.
ENGAGEMENT
We are loath to abandon our efforts to provide individual supervision to all students, as this seems to be quite critical in student engagement. However, the deadlines given to staff to provide feedback are to be extended to make the task less onerous, and we will try to provide a broader range of "template" responses that can be easily and quickly posted.

When devising the project, we had to determine how to measure the success. Some of the aims of the project are difficult to assess. We cannot tell if the project has been successful in fostering employability skills. Even measuring academic improvement is difficult in one year. The end of year examination results were broadly consistent, although there were more firsts, and fewer fails, and certainly fewer students failing catastrophically. However we would be wary of drawing optimistic conclusions at this early stage due to possible variables in the cohort. It will be some years before a longitudinal study can give reliable data.

However, we can comment on the success of the project in increasing student engagement with the module. Engagement with the group work aspect of the project was variable, but most students did post submissions as required. The project ended in March, and module evaluation takes place within the Faculty in May. It is a measure of success that the crime module elicited far more responses than any other module at level two. 104 students evaluated the crime module, whereas other modules varied between 5 and 50 responses. This is a dramatic difference. Further more, there is a perception that students are likely to engage with evaluation if they feel negatively about a module and want to express this. We did have negative responses, but we were very surprised at the number of students that took the opportunity to complete the questionnaire after the module had ended to comment that they had enjoyed it.
CONCLUSIONS

This project could not have been done without the opportunities offered to us by the use of x-stream. Logistically, we would not have been able to manage 400 students submitting paper copies of work for distribution amongst staff to mark and return in such short time periods. This, then, offered an opportunity to provide fast feedback effectively on a large scale. The benefits for students, in addition to flexibility in terms of access, included the receipt of quick, meaningful commentary on their work.
Technology allowed us to time release information, utilising a variety of different media. This kept students interested and engaged with the project. In addition, this gave us an opportunity to present information in a manner that more accurately simulates evidence in a criminal case. This encouraged students to develop the skill of sifting relevant material from different sources and making decisions about the relative value of particular pieces of information.

However, there is still more to be done. We need to consider how to foster collaboration within the online groups, and in the current year the groups were arranged at the start of the year in the hope students will be familiar with the environment from the outset. In addition, the first task will require students to peer assess other members of the group before feedback is provided by staff. The deadlines provided for staff to give feedback were unrealistic. This year, the student deadlines are the same, but staff have longer to respond. Student performance will be monitored as part of a longitudinal study.
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