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What prompted the project?

The advent of online delivery of literacy and numeracy modules in TAFE SA provided an opportunity to investigate how staff and students were coping with teaching and learning in the online environment. It was also a time for the developers to reflect on their materials development and the issues surrounding instructional design and delivery.

Why get involved?

Earlier considerations of online delivery focussed on access and appropriacy. Did students have access to the technology and was the online environment an appropriate delivery option? There were some teachers who doubted if this was the way to proceed with literacy students. These staff tended to be those who had very little experience in using online technologies and were reluctant to pursue this methodology with their students.

Two issues emerged from this debate:

First. Online delivery was seen as a way of increasing the accessibility of literacy and numeracy programs to our clients. Those who were unable to attend on campus would be able to participate in training if they had access to a computer linked to the Internet. This presented another opportunity for the doubters who said that there was no point in getting involved in online delivery because students wouldn't have access to computers. However, trends in the uptake of this new technology in educational institutions, homes, libraries and the workplace seem to indicate that access is not so much an issue any more.

The second consideration was based on the opportunity of online delivery it presented for students and staff to learn new skills based on online technologies. Adult literacy students have traditionally had to cope with many challenges in their education, work and community life. With the advance of online technologies into our everyday lives it was felt that if we did not pursue the use of this technology, students (and staff) would miss out again.

What we set out to do

TAFE SA has an objective of 50% of enrolments being online by the year 2000. To achieve this, funding has been provided over the past two years for the development of online learning materials from TAFE SA award courses. Project funding was available through a tender process, based on industry training priorities described in the State Strategic Plan for VET. 

The Vocational Preparation Program was awarded funding for a series of projects that enabled the development of online modules from three certificate courses including preparatory and women's education. We decided to focus on the development of literacy modules from existing distance packages that had a writing focus. Numeracy modules have since been developed as well as the core modules from the Women's Education Certificate.

The TAFE SA focus on Internet delivery to external clients meant that our development was to focus on distance delivery. However, use of the online modules has become widespread across most TAFE Institutes where students access the Internet on campus. This means that students with less independent learning skills have also been able to use the online environment by having the teacher available for assistance in the classroom or library.

Staff Development

Staff development occurred in two stages:

Firstly, an action learning set (online technology focus) was established and Vocational Preparation staff across Institutes were invited to participate. The training included the use of Email and Internet as well as the basics of HTML. At the conclusion of this activity the online project team was selected and those participants received further training in more advanced HTML skills.

A separate professional development program was held for teaching staff to familiarise them with the online learning environment. Institute Learning Resource Centres provided basic Email and Internet workshops while the Vocational Preparation program provided workshops on using online materials in the classroom. 

The project team believed it was essential that staff had the necessary online skills and were confident in using this technology before attempting to apply it in the classroom.

Materials Development

With a lack of any online language, literacy and numeracy materials to peruse as examples, the project team relied on the good practice methodology employed in the classroom as a model for use in the online learning environment. Input was also sought from instructional design staff although at this early stage they had no experience with online materials development.

We selected existing distance materials to adapt and developed a template that was simple, uncluttered, and with a minimum of scrolling required for each page presentation. Students could interact with the materials through onscreen text entry, were able to select answers to self test activities, and get immediate feedback to their responses. Assessment tasks were included at the end of each topic and could be returned to the teacher by email if the student was studying off campus.

Content, however, was seen as only one aspect of the learning. To help create the online experience, the delivery platform also enables students to contact each other and their teachers through email, chat and bulletin board facilities. This is encouraged by including online communication as part of the learning activities.

To help assist the online student another TAFE SA project produced a study skills induction package for students to use in conjunction with their online learning. language, literacy and numeracy staff were invited to participate in this project to provide instructional design input.

Survey of Staff and Students

The focus of the research project was to obtain feedback from staff and students about their experiences of teaching and learning online. A questionnaire was used to survey the participants in the trialling stage of our online delivery implementation.

Twelve students from two classes responded to the survey. Their responses are summarised below. The staff responses are inserted in full.

STUDENT RESPONSES

Q1
What was your first reaction to studying online?

· Ten responses were positive in nature with comments such as: good, easier, better than writing, happy, didn’t mind, and harder but interesting.

· Only two students were not enthusiastic – one because of technical difficulties logging in and the other stating that they preferred to write by hand.

Q2
Do you think that you learn better studying online? Why?

· Nine students recorded favorable responses with comments including: access out of hours, don’t need the teacher, self paced, makes me work, easier and interesting.

· Two students were not as positive – one stated that there was less help available and the other said that they knew it already. The final comment was non-committal – ‘about the same.’

Q3
What are some of the differences using online learning materials compared to print?

· Ten students gave positive responses ranging from several saying it was easier to statements such as “I hate writing” and “I don’t need a pen.”

· The final two responses suggested that there was not enough interaction with other students and that it was not possible to view multiple pages at once.

Q4
What new computer skills have you learnt as a result of studying online?

· Nine students listed a mixture of wordprocessing and online skills.

· Two suggested that they had learnt no new skills and the final comment was that you need to be computer literate first.

Q5
What problems did you encounter?

· Eleven students indicated that they had experienced problems – especially with the equipment. This was an unfortunate situation at this particular campus where two logins are required to access the network and a further one is needed to get online to the modules. Others didn’t appreciate the ‘slow’ computers and a few mentioned using email.

· Only one recorded no problems.

Q6
What changes would you make to the learning activities?

· Eight students stated none.

· One suggested less time on some topics while the last three responses offered practical suggestions such as less passwords, the ability to download files and the ability to record work.

Q7
How much support did you need from your teacher?

· Seven students stated that they needed only a little or not much help.

· The remainder indicated a need for a lot of help with comments such as: got lost too easily; lots but did all the work myself; a lot but the teacher was fantastic.

Q8
Would you choose to study online again?

· Ten students said that they would – it was easier, fun, better, more effective, learnt more.

· One said no – prefer to write by hand and the last response was maybe.

TEACHER RESPONSES

QUESTION 1

Why did you choose to use online materials in the classroom?

· curriculum materials are readily available

· efficient delivery of information to students

· choice of screen and/or printed methods available

· develops independent learning skills

· allows facilitator to concentrate on individual students

· different method of presenting modules to students - use of technology

· allows students to progress at their own pace

· develops thinking skills/logic

· feedback is available immediately ie accessible by the student

· RPL - students can choose to move to assessment prep/assess at any time

QUESTION 2

How confident were you in using online technologies before you started?

Very confident because this method delivers information in an extremely effective and efficient way. The whole module is in place and adjustments to suit individual students are easy to make by the facilitator or the student, for example a student who may wish to study one particular topic can make an RPL decision.

QUESTION 3

How did you select the students who would study online?

All Certificate in Preparatory Education students were logged onto the Intranet modules without any specific selection process as such. Students who were enrolled in EWl, for example, were automatically logged online. As there is a choice of screen and/or printed delivery the students can make the decision to use either depending on their individual preferences. I do not envisage any sort of rigorous processes to select students.

QUESTION 4

What were some key reactions of students to both the online materials and the

learning environment?

· it's a long process to get to the actual materials ie 6 logins/passwords through the network

· the working screen workspace is quite narrow

· instructions are well set out and easy to follow

· 'back', 'forward' and 'home' keys are very useful

· the checklist is extremely useful because it can be printed off and used manually

· icons showing Module Overview/ Part A Compulsory etc were seen to be important as a point to return to for checking progress

· choice of print and/or screen was seen as one of the most frequent reactions

· having answers available immediately was another

· printing materials was awkward ie the scroll arrow needed to be activated to highlight the printer icon (initial reaction only because once this was known the process was simple)

QUESTION 5

What skills have you and your students developed using this technology?

LECTURER:

· lots of patience when training students to log in to access the materials

· the potential to deliver modules effectively and efficiently

· manual record keeping to monitor student progress (as opposed to Pathfinder's method)

STUDENTS:

independence self- paced learning generic computing skills problem-solving/thinking skills

QUESTION 6

What improvements would you recommend?

Content

· none at this stage, should be ongoing as curriculum/module changes take place

Format

· available screenspace needs to be larger (I understand the technical limitations on this)

Access

· consider a shorter process to get to the module, for example less logins etc

Summary

The overwhelmingly positive nature of the responses has been encouraging to the online project team and the staff who have chosen to incorporate the online materials as part of their teaching resources. Most concerns seemed to be related to equipment problems rather than content. Some students obviously preferred not to work online and certainly the comment regarding computer literacy has a lot of merit (See Student Response – Question 4).

The online modules will not suit the learning needs of all students. Teachers need to provide a range of learning activities in the classroom and offer online materials as one alternative. They should also be wary of rushing students into the online environment without first having the necessary skills themselves.

The feedback from staff and students has also given the project team valuable data for consideration as we review and update the online materials. Future projects will also benefit from this input as we become better skilled at creating the appropriate online learning environment.

We have achieved a lot in two years of online experience but in some ways we are only at the beginning, just managing to keep up with the technology and the rapid changes. However, our achievements to date are helping our staff and students to succeed in adapting to the new technologies.
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