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Contribution for the EU Socrates Minerva Project “Student support services in eLearning”

Part One

When LVU has been propagated by the rectorate and the Senate of  the FernUniversität, - in 1997 - a long tradition of  tools used in distance education was enriched by the consequent inclusion of ICT into the system.

Several initiatives had come to a state of the art,  which suggested a broader inclusion of a "platform" into the university system. The faculty of electrical engineering proudly could present an inclusive system  called "ET-online", one of the core elements of such a platform already had been developed and tested in computer science: the system called "Web-assign". 

The faculty of educational and social sciences relied heavily on the "normal" gadgets built in into the Microsoft Windows surrounding, like newsgroups and the like.

Virtual seminars and collabarative surroundings had been tested, BSCW as an European approach to shared workspaces became known. 

The aim of the virtual University system LVU had been to transport all functionalities of the university into the web. Even decision making bodies like the senate should partcipate in these new procedures.

This modernization procedure was reduced to a more realistic plan in that it was decided to neither break with the traditions 

a) of classic university administration   

b) nor to give up its characteristic of a classic distance teaching university.

The first obstacle for transformation was the administration: There has been a long tradition in universities as publicly administrated bodies with self-regulating competencies, where one element  would not give up its influence; administration has its own ICT developments and these have no links (yet) with the developments in the academic sector.

In this contribution to the Minerva Socrates project the second  obstacle for transformation, "tradition of a classic distance education institution", will be discussed.

1.  Assessment or evaluation

Assessment of all individuals' distance education is done "coventionally" by examinations. Consequently the university will have to calculate like any other publicly funded university 

with the efficiency of  its teaching measured by number and quality of traditional examinations: this has been one of the core regulations because of the comparability-issue i.e. the need to enable students from other universities to finish their studies at this university and vice versa.

We have to discern course assessment from curriculum assessment - the latter one being the final exam (or pre-finals),  traditionally laid down in its scope in the "Prüfungsordnungen", the syllabus of a degree study program. Inter-university comparisons due to the need for accreditation would be understood as belonging to the universities evaluation.

2) traditional role of the examination system 

It hasn't been long ago (Max Syrbe, Christian Bayer in:Beiträge zur Hochschulforschung 3, 1997 S. 267ff) that  a holistic proposition was made to easily evaluate the efficiency of the examination system for universities by splitting teaching and examination workloads.

In the long run the teaching workload, so it  is proposed,  does not so much depend on the number of students- likewise with the examination workload consisting of a fixed block of activities (preparing the operationalized criteria for examining) and a variable block of the exam itself, growing with the number of examined students almost proportionally. (op.cit. p.280)

If  this position is followed the traditional bottleneck of examinations would  lead to the failure of any virtual system because it could be proven that a lot more money had to be invested in order to come to the same results as in traditional universities.

So the position of most protagonists in distance education is different: the teaching workload cannot be seen as a fixed block of activities independent from the number of students - indeed it is the core of distance education to have contact with the individual student. So the bottleneck of  student support is discussed here.

What is interesting in this project "student support in e-learning systems" is the assessment procedure within the VU  system concerning the course assessment: the contact between institution and student throughout the course.
3. Course assessment 

To reconstruct all 1700 courses including all course units (some 6-13 units per course) into e-learning course material within the next ten years or so, it is necessary to train all the authors in a way that they are enabled to  formulate their ideas in a way media specialists can understand it or to become able to develop and transform these courses into e-learning material by themselves. I trust that multimedia qualifications will spread in a velocity comparable to the time needed to get along with word processing, e-mailing and visiting URLs, which also took about ten years.

It simply is not possible to tell a group of specialists to transform all courses within that time frame.

 After having transformed the course material authors will have to think about and experiment with the new possibilities to interact for counselling and assessment purposes with their students.

And there will be many students who are at ease with the techniques of interacting, for whom it is not even a question of time investment to be perfect in all techniques of e-learning, using their keyboard and all facilities even being creative in proposing better solutions to their teachers. But I should like to differentiate out of experiential reasons: It is a difference being able to use communication techniques from being able to present and proof the intended academic qualifications attached to the objectives of the course. To have solved a problem of academic content is different from being able to play around with all the fancy technology. We have made this experience with some of our students many years ago. Some students presented fascinating papers with perfect layout, all tables inserted in the correct way, no misspellings, beautiful literature lists etc. But once having read the text we found out that it was nothing but a beautiful package with trash in it.

4) Didactics

All over the world the process of innovation in using new electronic media has started in the mid 90ies. There are still some critical voices towards virtualising university teaching like in the 18th. ICDE world conference in June 1997 („The New Learning Environment - a Global Perspective" Pennsylvania State University ) but  meanwhile more and more universities bought complete systems or platforms in order to transform university teaching into the world wide web. 

There is a specific group of universities who has a strong comittment towards individualisation in distance education. And indeed there is a problem which is not solved yet: how can increasing numbers of students be supported individually without increasing staff for tutorials or seminars? 

Support services is not necessarily connected with e-learning as such, especially when you have experience using the www to its full range: on the contrary, most people do not like to contact, mail, or phone or even to register- many people like to try out software downloads for free, without obligation, learning all by themselves. This also can be called e-learning.

The more software developers and content providers are able to follow the intuitive strategies of end-users, the better the software will be: it certainly is the same as with the production of text: the use of idiomatic special expressions functions like a threshold for the public - a tendency going back to medieval times when language served not only for communication but also intentionally seperated social groups from each other. In  texts, which are intended to make people learn, I have the tendency to blame the author when I do not understand easily. 

There are courses on how to formulate correctly but understandable, a non- trivial task when you plan  e.g. a bureaucratic form to be filled in. 

So it seems support is always necessary when there are still deficiencies in the system. Logically: if the system is perfect, no further support will be needed.
Necessary support in e-learning depends on the goals of the system: We are talking about a teaching system confronted with the learner. So all interactions between system and learner have to be considered. It would be feasible to analyse along the didactic principles if the system accepts the learner to learn and prove that this has happened because of the systems input.

Motivation : Let us assume  the learner wants to learn something special. Mostly there is a mix of motifs which has not much to do with what the system is about to offer - probably there is a rest of similarities of the learners motivation and the possibility of the system to help. In most systems of education learners are forced into a curriculum decided upon by peers and not by the learner him/herself. So here is the first place where a support system is needed. We call it counselling. It should take place before (or instead of) enrolment.

Presentation of Content
Textual communication- there is the situation that auxiliary support is needed wherever the text is too complicated or too idiomatic, support is needed like a ladder to climb the walls of academia. This part is the core of support, especially when there are wide doors to step into academia instead of climbing the wall.

virtual reality

Didactically the try-out of new competencies has had a given place in the history of teaching. Most systems presented situations where the learner could practise in "as if" situations: The new concept of virtual reality only differs from this old didactic measure in that it presents such situations via electronic communication media. In many "further education situations" the "as if" is a real situation so that learner and helping institution have to cope with real consequences.

differentiation of the learning path
Anyway each ones learning path will be different. It is just a matter of trying out to find the correct, the easiest, the most comfortable, the fastest, the most self-sustaining way of how to integrate newly learned competencies into ones behaviour: Best is direct contact with a peer.

control and evaluation

measurement of progress needs a system of reference which still often lacks but is easy to integrate, once the competencies to be learned are clearly defined and controlled. Such controls are meaningful to the learner and the system likewise. "Accreditation" is the theme here.

Appendix

- example of  tutoring correspondence   from the course  of B.Holmberg "Essentials of Distance Education"  Assignment for submission, Course unit 3, 9705 / 3 / 04 / A1, ZIFF (course tutor: Helmut Fritsch) -Tutors remarks in bold face - 
1. How should in your view the distribution of study materials, the handling and dispatch of assignments submitted be administered? Please provide short guidelines with an explanation why you suggest them.
As I have experienced in this course, a quick response to assignments supports my motivation very much. The use of e-mail with the possibility of direct mailing with the tutor and the immediate way of sending/receiving messages helps a lot to make this interaction faster.

Apart from that, there is certainly an important need for time management on the tutor's side to provide such quick response to all imcoming assignments.

Right; forgive me- I received your mail during a trip to Portugal and was reluctant to answer because of certain connectivity cost - my modem on my laptop is a device which functions like any handheld mobile phone and the cost are exactly the same- although there is a new tarif now, where you only have to pay the amount of kbytes being transported.

About the different possibilities for the submission of study matrials traced in the course: I think that all ways may be helpful, maybe to differnet types of learners. 

The idea of sending new material after having received the last assignment, is of course not popular with those students who refuse to send assignments anyway, as they would never receive more that the first unit ;-) For this, such a solution might also be seen as a limitation of learner's freedom.

Also here, modern content management systems accessible via internet would make it possible to offer different options of receiving the material, based on individual choice. One problem might be, that offerning different ways of receiving the material can confuse the students, especially the beginners. 
 There is another reason also at the FernUni: we simply have to distribute written material to our students because this is the basis for our administration to collect the money - if it was only on the www, that would mean no basis for invoices!

2. Computers are no longer uncommon in distance education. What use can (or should) in your view be made of them?

As already said, e-mails are a good way of speeding up communication between student and tutors. The standard software used now makes corrections quite comfortable as well and it is also a very comfortable help when writing the assignments.

Apart from that, modern learning plattforms make asynchronous groupwork possible, offering a special novelty to distance learning processes.

About your question from the last assignment – I know BCSW, but I have never worked with it, most of my experience (as a learner) is based on WebCT as I have had the chance to complete a part-time course on "Teaching and Learning with New Media" with the University of K. for the last 14 months.

Apart from that, I have also had some experience with the synchronous, audio-based platform "Interwise" as a course participant, but I am not very convinced by this way of computer-based conferencing: the outcome (in terms of transmitted learning content) is rather poor. Nevertheless, synchronous systems might be helpful in special situations, so they should not be totally neglected.

Just to trace a few other advantages:

-on the side of the distance teaching institution, computers are also a great 

help for administration and for publishing, of course.

-in the field of didactics: animations and multimedia are made possible.

-computers can simulate two-way communications, especially in language learning 

or with multiple-coice tests.

-modern foreign-language-learning CBT systems even try to evaluate the individual

pronunciation.

One word to the typology  synchronous / asynchronous: I find that synchronous communication is only feasible in direct communication situations: Also telephony over the internet makes you feel like talking with an astronaut - the exchange of "statements" is not synchronous communication; chat is not really synchronous, time lapse is shortened, but still the exchange of complete statements. I rather restrict "synchronous" to direct communications - all conferencing synchronous setups try to discipline its partners - and is not the intrusion into the flow of words of a partner, the break of the flow, what makes direct teaching situations so effective? The faster reactions turn up (0.5 sec!) the better for the learning process!

yours ....

___________________________________________________________________________ 

