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Desmond Keegan

Overview

The design of a new model for e-learning that would be rich in student support services is given in Keegan (2004) A new model, rich in student services, for e-learning.

This model was trialled in May and June 2004 using the NKI higher education course 601 Introduction to International Online education, the SPICE programme (Specialization Programme in International Online Education).

An account of the running of the pilot is given in Rekkedal (2004) Student Support – Pilot field Testing of a Support-rich E-Learning model.

The pilot had an enrolment of 20 students from Norway, Ireland, Italy and Germany. At the end of the course a questionnaire was administered to the students on the course. 16 replies were received. The questionnaire is attached to this report as an appendix.

It is acknowledged at once that a sample of 16 is small for drawing scientific conclusions. It is felt, nevertheless, that conclusions of value can be drawn give the international nature of the student group and their evident experience: 86% had 4 or more years of university-level education.

This article presents the findings of the questionnaire.

Student data

1.
Gender

Male







37%

Female






63%

63% of the students in the pilot of a student support services-rich e-learning system were female.
2.
Occupation

Managerial






25%

Employee






12%

Teacher or trainer





  0%

Student






44%

Unemployed






  0%

Project Manager





  6%

Other







12%

It is noted that 44% of the student group give their occupation as student. This is in spite of the fact that 62% of them were over the age of 30 and that 86% of them claimed to have had more than 4 years of university or higher education and that many of the forms indicated study at Masters level and beyond.

3.
Age

less than 25






  o%

25-29







25%

30-40







44%

41-50







18%

0ver 50






12%

4.
Highest level of education

High school matriculation or less



  0%

1-3 years post-secondary




13%

4+ years post-secondary




86%

Other







  0%

In their answers to this question many of those who indicated 4 or more years of higher and university education claimed that they had or were studying for Masters level qualifications.

There were no questions 5 and 6 in this version of the questionnaire.

Usage of student support services

7.
I made extensive use of the student support services, provided in addition to the course content, in my elearning course.

Strongly agree





  0%

Agree 







37%

Uncertain






18%

Disagree






37%

Strongly disagree





  7%

This question uses the well known distinction in distance education and e-learning between course content and student support services. Course content is the learning materials which contain the content to be learned in the course. Student support services represent the assistance provided by the institution to the students to enable the content to be learned.

It is generally considered that the student support services half of an eLearning system can be further analysed as learner support and learning support. Learner support is the general support provided by a distance education or e-learning institution to mirror the support provided by face-to-face institutions to their students and covers the period from application to certification. Learning support, on the other hand, is focused on the support provided by the institution during the actual learning phase.

The statistics in the responses are a little disappointing and may indicate that although the student support services were present to the students in the pilot they were not used extensively by them.

8.
I made extensive use of the student support services, including student to tutor communication and student to student communication, in my elearning course

Strongly agree





  0%

Agree







31%

Uncertain






25%

Disagree






37%

Strongly disagree





  7%

This question narrows the focus on student support services to communication to and from the tutor and communication to and from other students. This is an important dimension as distance education was often criticised for the loneliness of the long distance learner and corporate elearning is often claimed to eliminate both student to tutor communication and student to other students communication from its structures.

Again the statistics are a little disappointing especially the transcript of the pilot sessions shows quite extensive communication between the students and the tutor.

9.
I made extensive use of the student support services, including questioning and assessment tools, in my elearning course

Strongly agree





  7%

Agree







33%

Uncertain






20%

Disagree






33%

Strongly disagree





  7%

Again this question narrows the focus of student support services to the central areas of formative and summative assessment. Assessment plays a central role in any education process. Formative assessment is the form of assessment given in a course which enables the students to learn and contributes to their learning process. Summative assessment is the form of assessment which typically occurs at the end of a course of study and assesses how the student has learned the skills and information given in the course. It gives the students’ result for the course and contributes to course awards.

Distance education systems developed three forms of assessment to provide both formative and summative assessment: self-assessment questions, tutor-marked assignments and computer-marked assisnments. In e-learning courses these are usually represented by quizzes and multiple-choice questions.

In this question the statistics demonstrate that this was a pilot and that the question of student assessment did not really arise.

Satisfaction with student support services

10. Information regarding course access

Very satisfied





19%

Satisfied






63%

No opinion






18%

Dissatisfied






  0%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

A major feature of learner support is the provision of information about the courses available to provide support to the student in choosing the correct course for their needs. 

It is clear from the statistics that the students on the pilot were highly satisfied with the support provided, and 82% indicate that they were ‘satisfied’ or ‘highly satisfied’.

11. Information regarding the course content.

Very satisfied





25%

Satisfied






75%

No opinion






  0%

Dissatisfied






  0%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

Another important feature of student support services in elearning is the provision of information on the content of the course to be studied. In this way students can be satisfied that the course chosen is suitable for their purposes and can have prior information on the subjects to be covered in the running of the course.

It is clear again from the statistics that the students on the pilot were highly satisfied with the support provided, and 100% indicate that they were ‘satisfied’ or ‘highly satisfied’.

12. Information relating to course pricing.

Very satisfied





  0%

Satisfied






31%

No opinion






50%

Dissatisfied






  7%

Very dissatisfied





12%

The price of a course is an important piece of information for all students contemplating enrolling in an elearning course. It will have a major influence on their decision whether to enrol or not. 

It is clear from the replies to this question that this was a pilot and the question of pricing was not relevant and did not arise.

13. Information relating to course grants.
Very satisfied





  0%

Satisfied






25%

No opinion






56%

Dissatisfied






12%

Very dissatisfied





  7%

The availability of course study grants is an important feature of student support services. Especially in the United States of America, where much of elearning takes place, the question of grants for study is important. The award of study grants, especially by the military authorities, can be an important feature of elearning.

It is clear from the replies to this question that this was a pilot and the question of course grants was not relevant and did not arise.

14. Ability to contact course organisers by phone, email etc.
Very satisfied





18%

Satisfied






59%

No opinion






18%

Dissatisfied






  6%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

77% of the respondents express satisfaction with the ability to contact course organisers by phone or email. This is a high percentage and is found in an area that is not generally available from course providers, especially in corporate elearning.

15. An FAQ section relating to registration, access issues, course costs, technical issues etc.

Very satisfied





  0%

Satisfied






50%

No opinion






50%

Dissatisfied






  0%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

The provision of a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) section is a student support service that many institutions provide and it can provide assistance to prospective elearning students in many areas. Frequently asked questions can provide information on registration, passwords, costs and technical difficulties that students new to elearning may have. 

In the pilot it is clear that 50% express satisfaction and the remainder did not avail of the service.

16. Access to technical support services.
Very satisfied





  6%

Satisfied






63%

No opinion






25%

Dissatisfied






  6%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

Elearning is a form of educational provision that makes extensive use of technology. Much of the technology used in elearning systems is user friendly and students have little difficulty with it. Nevertheless, new students who have never studied an elearning course before and students who are technically weak may need access to technical support services. Technology glitches also occur and in these cases all student shave need for access to technical support services.

In the pilot 6% are very satisfied, 63% express their satisfaction and 25% probably had no need of these services.

17. Support regarding registration issues, e.g. completing registration forms, registration dates, password issues etc.

Very satisfied





31%

Satisfied






50%

No opinion






  6%

Dissatisfied






13%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

In an elearning system support is needed for a range of issues including electronic registration, electronic registration forms, issuing of system passwords, loss of passwords and related issues.

In the pilot 81% express satisfaction with the support provided.

18. Information regarding online learning techniques.
Very satisfied





  6%

Satisfied






44%

No opinion






25%

Dissatisfied






25%

Very dissatisfied 





  0%

Students who are new to elearning or who have technology phobias need support in online learning techniques. Issues arise with the use of LMSs (Learning Management Systems), also known as VLEs (Virtual Learning Environments), how to get the best out of the LMS, assignment submission, online costs, whether to read on screen or to print out the learning materials and related issues.

In the pilot there are mixed reactions with some expressing satisfaction, other not having a problem and some claiming that their learning needs were not adequately dealt with.

19. Ability to contact tutors via email, telephone etc.
Very satisfied





25%

Satisfied






75%

No opinion






  0%

Dissatisfied






  0%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

Ability to contact the tutor was a central plank of the student support services provided in the pilot. It should be clearly understood that it is not always so. Many systems, mainly corporate but some academic, eliminate the tutor and rely only on preprogrammed man-machine interfaces. This is a major dividing line in the provision of elearning. Some institutions, mainly corporate, build their elearning business model on the eleimination of human tutors from the system and claim this is central to their business model. Some institutions, mainly academic, build their elearning business model on the richness of their tutorial support and the accuracy of their tutors’ feedback to assignments submitted and claim that this is central to the success of their business model.

In the pilot 100% of students expressed satisfaction with the tutorial support provided by the model.

20. Ability to contact other students via email, telephone etc.
Very satisfied





13%

Satisfied






44%

No opinion






37%

Dissatisfied






  6%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

The ability to contact other students is a much discussed structure of distance education systems. In distance education there were students enrolled who chose to enrol in an open university because they did not want contact with other students but wanted to study on their own; others attended study centres, attended audioconferences and videoconferences in which student contact was achieved. In elearning systems there are two extremes: one may be said to be characteristic of elearning degrees at American universities in which the wonderful facilities of computer communication: email, Bulletin Boards, chat rooms and threaded discussions are extensively used and are almost obligatory. Credits are awarded for contributions to discussion threads and grades are deducted for students who fail to contribute to these student to student and student to tutor communications. On the other hand many American corporate elearning courses have no place for chatting, students have no time for communication with other students and feel no need to do so.

In the pilot it appears that 37% fell into the latter category and had no interest in communication with the other students on the course.

21. Discussion forums

Very satisfied





  6%

Satisfied






56%

No opinion






  6%

Dissatisfied






32%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

Discussion forums are structured interchanges of communications between students, frequently moderated by the tutor, on set topics on the course. As stated above participation is often obligatory with marks been won by participation and grades being reduced for those who do not participate.

The responses from the pilot group indicate the hesitancy about this form of communication referred to above.

22. Online tutorials

Very satisfied





  6%

Satisfied






56%

No opinion






32%

Dissatisfied






  6%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

Online tutorials occur when a tutor initiates a discussion on a course topic and calls for contributions from the students to the development of the topic. Participation can be optional or compulsory.

Those who responded ‘no opinion’ to this question probably did not participate in an online tutorial.

23. Feedback on assignments submitted
Very satisfied





13%

Satisfied






50%

No opinion






37%

Dissatisfied






  0%

Very dissatisfied





  0%

Feedback on assignments is a central student support service in any educational system face-to-face or at a distance because it contributes to student progress in learning tasks and correction for false paths which might be followed. In face-to-face education and distance education tutors are often criticised for the slowness of their replies and feedback to student assignments. In elearning there is the wonderful facility of providing immediate feedback and grading at any time of day or night, any day of the year in systems where computer-generated paragraphs are sent to the student in response to assignments submitted.

In elearning, however, there is the additional problem that many systems only provide quizzes and multiple-choice questions with assignment feedback being provided by man-machine interfaces and the elimination of human tutors from many systems.

Thus questions of feedback on assignments are of great importance and in the pilot 63% express satisfaction with the remaining 37% being made up probably of pilot students who did not submit an assignment.

24. Advice on accreditation and further study

Very satisfied





  6%

Satisfied






13%

No opinion






69%

Dissatisfied






  6%

Very dissatisfied





  6%

A major feature of student support services, both from corporate and from academic systems, is advice on accreditation and on further study. Advice on accreditation deals with the student getting the award for the successful study of the course. It may involve advice on the number of credits required for the award, credits completed and credits remaining and advice on how to receive the certificate or diploma that has been won and on graduation ceremonies and other matters of this nature. To this is added advice on further study, advice on the prerequisites for courses that have been gained and the logical course that is next in the learning sequence.

It is clear from the replies to this question that this was a pilot and the question of advice on accreditation and further study was not relevant and did not arise.

Conclusion

Keegan (2004) in A new model, rich in student services, for e-learning gave the design of a new model for e-learning that would be rich in student support services.

This model was trialled using the NKI higher education course 601 Introduction to International Online education, the SPICE programme (Specialization Programme in International Online Education) with T Rekkedal as course tutor and S. Qvist-Eriksen as course counsellor.

An account of the running of the pilot is given in Rekkedal (2004) Student Support – Pilot field Testing of a Support-rich E-Learning model.

This article has provided an analysis of the questionnaire filled out by the participants in the pilot and a presentation of the views contained in their answers.

In spite of the smallness of the sample, enough data has been collected to declare the pilot a success and to claim that a new model rich in student support services is a valuable contribution to the field of elearning.

Appendix

STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES IN E-LEARNING

EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE

Workpackage 8  

Pilot of model of rich student support services environment

Student Questionnaire

Course Title:

 Introduction to international on-line Education

Section I. Personal information

(Please tick only one box for each question)

	1. Gender

· Male

· Female


	2. What is your occupation?

· Managerial

· Employee

· Teacher or trainer

· Student

· Unemployed

· Other



	3. What is your age?

· Less than 25

· 25-29 

· 30-40 

· 41-50 

· Over 50 


	4. What kind of upper secondary school diploma do you have?

· High school matriculation or less

· 1-3 years post secondary
· 4+ years post secondary

· Other  (specify) _________________




Section II. Usage of student support services

In this section we ask you to indicate how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements.

 (Please tick only one box for each question)

7.
I made extensive use of the student support services, provided in addition to the course content, in my elearning course.

	· Strongly agree

· Agree


	· Uncertain


	· Disagree

· Strongly disagree




8.
I made extensive use of the student support services, including student to tutor communication and student to student communication, in my elearning course.

	· Strongly agree

· Agree


	· Uncertain


	· Disagree

· Strongly disagree




9.
I made extensive use of the student support services, including questioning and assessment tools, in my elearning course.

	· Strongly agree

· Agree


	· Uncertain


	· Disagree

· Strongly disagree




Section III. Satisfaction with student support services

In this section we ask you to indicate your satisfaction with the following student support services.

 (Please tick only one box for each question)

	
	No opinion 
	Very Dis- satisfied 
	Dis-satisfied
	Satisfied
	Very Satisfied

	10. Information regarding course access.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	11. Information regarding the course content.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	12. Information relating to course pricing.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	13. Information relating to course grants.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	14. Ability to contact course organisers by phone, email etc.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	15. An FAQ section relating to  registration, access issues, course costs, technical issues etc.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	16. Access to  technical support services.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	17. Support regarding registration issues, e.g. completing registration forms, registration dates, password issues etc.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	18. Information regarding online learning techniques.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	19. Ability to contact tutors via email, telephone etc.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	20. Ability to contact other students via email, telephone etc.
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	21. Discussion forums
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	22. Online tutorials
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	23. Feedback on assignments submitted
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	24. Advice on accreditation and further study
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	25. Other (please specify)
..........................................................................................................................................


	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	26. Other (please specify)
..........................................................................................................................................


	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	27. Other (please specify)
..........................................................................................................................................


	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	28. Other (please specify)
..........................................................................................................................................


	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 


Thank you for you co-operation!
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