Peer-to-Peer Learning

	Online International Student Collaboration

Phil Klein, Geography, Box 115, University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, CO 80639 USA, Email: phil.klein@unco.edu; Margaret Keane, St Mary’s University College Belfast, Email m.keane@stmarys-belfast.ac.uk; Michael Solem, Association of American Geographers, Email: msolem@aag.org. 



	Level                 3

Technology requirements
Internet, Blackboard platform, computer lab


	Group size        30-40

Skills required 

Basic computer literacy, ability to work in teams, motivation to work outside of regular class time



	Rationale

To enrich the undergraduate learning experience, the The Centre for Global Geography Education (CGGE) modules provide text and activities in which students, formed into local teams of 6-8 students at each university, engage in online discussions with teams from the other country, using Blackboard e-learning platform for threaded discussions. Issues available include Global Economy, Nationalism, and Population. Underlying this approach is the conviction that students can gain deeper awareness and appreciation for international perspectives on these contemporary geographic issues by working through problems and discussions with their peers in other countries.



	Teaching method

Student groups work through a self-paced series of four lessons, each of which includes text, graphics, and interactive displays illustrating geographic concepts and case studies for each issue. Questions in each lesson require teams to collect general information, spatial data, or images of places from the Internet, compile answers to a set of problems, and engage in discussions with their international team-mates. A culminating activity in each module usually involves some sort of problem-based activity. Discussions take place through email and threaded discussion boards (forums) on Blackboard.



	Benefits 

Students enjoy the experience of discussing issues with their peers from other countries. In particular, the US students are exposed to a differing set of assumptions and experiences about national identity that the Irish students (and Erasmus students from other European countries studying at St Mary’s) bring to the discussion. In turn, the European students learn directly about American experiences with multi-ethnic societies. The range of experiences varies with the topic being discussed and with the particular backgrounds of the students participating.



	Pitfalls 

There is some reticence to discuss controversial issues with strangers, and sometimes complex emotions or experiences are hard to relate to people without adequate background or understanding of each particular culture. Technological issues mainly concern the time lags that occur between questions and discussions posed by the respective teams – sometimes the curiosity that sparked an exchange gets muted over the time it takes for the two sides to fully exchange their emails.

	Evidence of effectiveness

Largely qualitative evidence from student reactions to an informal questionnaire administered after the experience. A more detailed evaluation of the full CGGE program was undertaken during the project’s formal trials in 2004-05, involving both quantitative evaluations, field observations, and detailed questionnaires of faculty participating in the trials. Results of the trials are presented in a manuscript currently under review for the Journal of Geography in Higher Education.



	Advice to others

Try it. It’s an interesting experience for both faculty and students. Takes some time to set up the logistics and considerable monitoring of student progress, but it’s a valuable experience. 



	References:

CGGE modules are available at http://www/aag/org/education/center 

Full copy of evaluation report is also linked to this website. Manuscript summarizing the field trials is found in Klein, P., and Solem, M. (2008) Evaluating the Impact of International Collaboration on Geography Learning. Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 32, (2), p245-267



	Managing Local Heritage 
Elisabeth Skinner, Department of Natural and Social Sciences, University of Gloucestershire, Francis Close Hall, Swindon Road, Cheltenham, GL50 4AZ.  Tel: 01242 714558.  Email: eskinner@glos.ac.uk

	Level                2

Technology requirements
VLE.


	Group size        ~20

Skills required 

Online moderation.

	Rationale

The ‘Managing Local Heritage’ module brings together students from a range of diverse backgrounds.  All students have some experience of voluntary or professional work in heritage management.  Half of the students are campus-based and full-time while the others are distance learners studying part-time.  The e-learning environment brings the students together into online groups where they can share knowledge and ideas.



	Teaching method

The module is supported by a virtual learning environment (VLE) that hosts a range of resources including a written discussion area, video clips of lectures, a series of photographs for activities identifying a sense of heritage and place, concept maps as models for assessing the state of heritage management in a locality, and links to relevant websites.  In the discussion area, students were put into pairs of campus-based and distance learners (who did not know each other) to form an online group.  The structured activity in the online group was assessed (20%) and helped them prepare for an individual piece of coursework (80%) by sharing and evaluating ideas and information.  Students were expected to search for case studies that demonstrated their understanding of key concepts such as local distinctiveness, sustainability and community development and present them to the group before reflecting on common themes.  They also presented and examined ideas for practical projects for managing local heritage.  Finally they reflected on the experience of developing a learning community online.



	Benefits 

The students were anxious about working with people they did not know but quickly discovered that each had something to offer.  The campus-based students had access to library resources and were familiar with relevant academic concepts.  The distance learners had practical experience of local communities to bring to the discussion.  The online forum generated a wealth of valuable material; one student wrote “most of my learning took place here”.  It also gave students an opportunity to benefit from an active experience of community building and, during the reflection element of the online activity, they identified a developing awareness of issues related to working with local communities in the real world.


	Pitfalls 

A few students were unable to keep up with the staged activity either because they had difficulty managing workloads or because they lacked motivation.  There was also a danger of too much information, especially for students disadvantaged by communicating in writing (e.g. dyslexic learners).

	Evidence of effectiveness

A full evaluation of this activity was carried out and students offered a range of positive comments, for example: “shared learning means you learn more”, “we listened to each other and helped with constructive comments”, “it gave us time for relationships to be formed but sad we’ll never meet”.



	Advice to others

Making online activity part of an assessment helps motivate students who might otherwise hesitate to engage.  It must be clear to students how much they gain from the activity.  Online working can require substantial effort from both the student and the teacher so it may be necessary to reduce teaching time elsewhere to compensate.  An opportunity to reflect on the experience at the end of the activity helps consolidate understanding and provides useful material for evaluation.




	Enhancement of International Exchange through Peer Networking and Online Support
Dr Geoffrey Batt, Geology Department, Royal Holloway University of London.  

email:   g.batt@gl.rhul.ac.uk 



	Level          all 

Technology requirements
VLE


	Group size        ~20

Skills required 

Online moderation. 

	Rationale

For many students, the opportunity of international study is a potentially enormous formative influence, challenging their perspectives on learning and science, exposing them to a wider range of ideas and teaching styles, and calling on them to experience and adapt to different cultures. The M.Sci. in Geoscience with a Year of International Study degree programme at Royal Holloway University of London is intended to help students realise these benefits by incorporating a year of study at an approved overseas university into their degree. Along with these benefits to personal and academic development, such exchanges also demand much effort, organisation and commitment from participants. Prior to my online innovations, such preparatory work was left (under supervision) largely to individual students, resulting in high individual workloads for students and tutor alike, and extensive duplication of work. This problem was further compounded by the nature of the exchange system itself, with an intrinsic annual ‘beheading’ of the student cohort on the exchange programme, as successful students then as a matter of course spent their year away out of contact with their peers, eventually returning individually inspired and intellectually enriched, but out of touch and out-of-synch with the rest of the student body, and unable to share their experience to the benefit of others.



	Teaching method

Resources distilled from a variety of sources (including college, academic exchange partners, and the historical development of the International Studies programme) were centralised on-line within a VLE. The site was designed for students to access the information needed as directly and simply as possible, discuss their progress and difficulties, and seek solutions to problems among their peers. 

The key design element of this system is its direction at student empowerment and its adaptability to individual needs. The range of information and the integral communication tools provided allow for varied student approaches to the process of organising and implementing an exchange – combining any level of self organisation, advice from the course coordinator, and solicitation of peer support. In what has been the most popular element of the networking programme, successful exchange students are encouraged to remain engaged with the programme through the site, both to develop a central support network of student colleagues going through the same experience, and to facilitate communication with students in junior years attempting to follow in their footsteps and make arrangements for a year of study abroad. Students are also invited to submit their views, experiences, and other essays on the exchange experience for peer-to-peer sharing, adding to the resources of the site.


	Benefits 

Melding students in different stages of the exchange process into a cohesive body in this way has both aided junior students in benefiting from and being inspired by the experiences of their more advanced peers, and assisted successful exchange students in remaining in communication with one another and their classmates, despite their physical separation. Maintaining this concrete and positive connection both assists with pastoral and social support during their overseas study, and provides an avenue for re-integration with their peers on their return.



	Pitfalls 

The system relies on student engagement to a high degree. For the high-achieving cohort for which the programme was developed, this has not been a problem, but the approach may not transfer well to less self-starting groups.



	Evidence of effectiveness

The number of students attracted to the M.Sc. in Geoscience with a Year of International Study has increased from 2 in 2001 to an average of 8-10 students in each intake over the past three years. Without the efficiency of the VLE system, this expansion would have been impossible to effectively administer, due the high investment of time and resources required in individual students. Over the same period, the support provided through the VLE has played an important part in reducing the rate of students voluntarily withdrawing from the exchange programme from 50% to less than 20%. Students have been extremely supportive of the development – with in several cases alumni keeping me informed of their changing email addresses for a number of years specifically so they can remain engaged with the network and pass on their experience.










