Conclusions

The conclusion seeks to synthesise key points from the contributed case studies in order to offer colleagues considering using an e-learning approach some general commentary on what to expect (benefits and pitfalls) and offer some advice on how to avoid some of the more obvious problems.  

Benefits

The use of e-learning approaches in GEES disciplines appears to benefit learning in five main ways.  First, it appears to offer learners the opportunity to take responsibility for their own learning, through having ownership of when and how online tasks are performed.  This can also engage learners more effectively in learning and provide opportunity for them to be more creative.  Second, e-learning can introduce an element of innovation into a teaching scheme and provide a greater mix of assessment and learning methods.  Third, the use of e-learning facilitates enhanced sharing of information between learners, between teacher and learner, and between learner and third parties.  It also provides opportunities for linking diverse datasets or information sources together, to review work, peer assess and peer support.  Fourthly, there is a widespread belief that through using e-learning techniques, the IT skills of learners are enhanced both in general terms, but also in terms of specific equipment and software.  Through careful planning, specific IT or professional skills can therefore be embedded in the curriculum.  Finally, a benefit claimed by several of the contributors is that of improved efficiency of teaching delivery, time in the field, and classroom time.  This is primarily because activities to prepare for and support these activities can be conducted in the learner’s own time and do not impinge on limited face-to-face or field time.

Pitfalls

The pitfalls identified by contributors can be grouped into three main areas.  First is the observation that e-learning strategies are time consuming to establish.  Whilst many contributors did not cite this, it was undeniably a common theme, although one that ought to be viewed in the light of the potential efficiency benefits highlighted earlier.  Similarly, some contributors considered that time spent helping learners can be significant, but that some of the technical elements of learner concerns may be able to be passed to IT support colleagues.  Second, are pitfalls concerning learner attitude to the use of e-learning.  Interestingly, several contributors have observed that learners find e-learning methods daunting, often prompt elevated anxiety levels, and that their pre-existing IT skills should not be assumed to be good.  The combination of these factors means that e-learning methods may be slow to start and students may leave much of the work to the last minute.  Clearly, therefore, methods to overcome these potential pitfalls need to be built into the teaching strategy.  Finally, are pitfalls related to the technology itself?  Several contributors commented upon the high cost of specialist (particularly mobile) equipment, which may be difficult to justify in some cases.  It was also observed that all technology used must be stable and reliable in order that students (and staff) do not become disenchanted with the process.

Advice to others

There are four key areas of advice that emerged from the case studies in this book:

Thorough briefing and familiarisation with C&IT for students

The single most cited piece of advice was to build into the teaching schedule opportunities for students to become familiar with the C&IT hardware and/or software prior to expecting them to use it competently.  This must be combined with clear briefings on what is expected from students, both in terms of technology-related expectations and the process the students are expected to follow.  This reduces problems later and allows the potential efficiency savings of e-learning to be realised.

Embed e-learning into the curriculum

It is important that staff and students do not see e-learning approaches as separate from the rest of their learning and teaching activity – it is simply another technique – and as such should be embedded in the curriculum, just like any other.  In this context, the teaching, learning and assessment strategy for the use of e-learning must be transparent and aligned to curriculum outcomes.  In particular, the product of e-learning must be purposeful, and where linked to assessment, the assessment criteria should be expressed very clearly to overcome potential unfamiliarity with the learning method.  It should be noted that since the use of e-learning approaches can foster creativity in assessed work, this should be recognised in the assessment criteria.

Personal competency

It was noted by several contributors that it is important that staff using e-learning approaches are competent with the hardware and software themselves.  A lack of competency can induce a feeling of distrust in the teaching method by learners and cause disengagement from learning.  Competency can be achieved in many ways, but advice from contributors emphasized the value of active experimentation, ‘trying it yourself’, and thorough preparation.   

Dealing with technical problems

Several contributors commented that technical (hardware and software) problems do arise during the delivery of e-learning approaches which can burden staff, who are often unable to help due to the technical nature of the issues.  Two pieces of advice to deal with this were: 1) where possible, engage an IT support officer in the e-learning process, introduce them to the learners, and ask learners to direct all technical questions to the IT support officer; 2) provide a FAQ or ‘troubleshooting’ directory to encourage self-help – again, this may need outside support.

