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student support services for e-learning: collaborative tutoring and authentic assessment

Gearóid Ó Súilleabhain and Ray Coughlan, DEIS Department for Education Development, Cork Institute of Technology

Tutorial Provision in Traditional Distance Education

A wide range of evidence suggests that important factors of motivation and persistence may actually be diminished by common characteristics of e-learning courses as they are currently designed and delivered.  Studies suggest that dropout rates for online courses range from 20 to as high as 50% (Clark 8, 2003).  In the words of one well-placed observer “the challenge for online education providers…is, not so much how to recruit students , but how to retain them once they have begun” (Ludwig-Hardman 2003).  

In traditional, “second generation”, distance education; based, in part, on the theoretical foundation of Tinto and Bean and Metzer’s research into student integration/attrition (Rovia 2003) and certain models and frameworks of ‘mediation’ dating back to the work of Holmberg and Moore (Tait 2003) as well as the long-standing practices of the big name open universities; the challenge of high drop-out rates are typically answered through the provision of face-to-face tutorials.  The UK Open University for example, has, since its foundation, provided (non-mandatory) access for all its students to a personal tutor in a group with no more than 25 other students in order to “allow personal knowledge, support and understanding to grow up through the lifetime of a course” (Tait 2003).  

Ongoing research seems to affirm the validity of the approach.  As Mason writes: 

Studies of OU students going back over nearly thirty years continue to show that students value face-to-face tutorial [and] request more of them whenever asked (Mason 91)

Face-to-face tutorials play the additional role also in 2nd generation distance education, as pointed out by Robertshaw (quoted in Fahy 2003), of counteracting what might be seen as the overly “industrial” or mass-produced nature of much of the materials, as well as representing a basic recognition of the personal and public/social character of education itself (Garrison 2002).

Third Generation Tutorials

However, despite indisputable evidence of their use to students, it is, worth mentioning the obvious fact that face-to-face tutorials, though used to counteract the perceived disadvantages of learning at a distance, can undermine their advantages also, such as the independence of time and place and the economies of scale (Daniel 57).  Mason also queries, as have others before her, whether the costs of tutorials are commensurate with the educational benefit.  She goes on to cite evidence that some students in today’s changing world of HE may be “choosing flexibility over hand holding”(Mason 93) , i.e. the convenience of the online over the inconvenience of the face-to-face. 

The use of online tutorials rather than face-to-face ones, while they re-achieve advantages of time and place independence are often seen as highly expensive to provide.  Rumble calls this kind of online learner support the “least costed ingredient in the costs of online learning” (Rumble 4).  One strategy for overcoming this problem is to make use of pedagogical techniques and models which leverage more student learning for less tutor/mentor input (Goodyear 2002).  

Thorpe’s account of ‘third generation student support’ represents such a ‘high leverage’ approach (Thorpe 2003).  The web, she argues, has the capacity to blur the conceptual distinction long made in OD (e.g. Keegan 1996) between course development and learner support by using the learners themselves as a resource, “to build on their experience, reading and perspectives” (Thorpe 204), thus adding a fourth point of orientation, that of the learner group itself, to the traditional triangle of course materials, tutor and learner.    

The E-Learner and The Authenticity of Learning

Thorpe’s model is at odds with what Freire’s famously dubbed the “nutritionalist” model of education, still very much the dominant model in HE, which organises its participants hierarchically in accordance with their status as official authors of knowledge but sits well with the changed/changing profile of the typical e-learner who, as Bates and other have noted, is likely to be an adult “lifelong learner”, returning to education/training to obtain knowledge and competences to become more effective and more employable in the workplace.  Today’s learner, Paloff and Pratt note:

 Although their previous educational experiences [may] have been traditional… is looking to enter a partnership that results in the achievement of specified learning objectives

(Paloff and Pratt 181)

In this context of ‘learner as customer’ and the broader context of the explosion of knowledge itself in our society today as well as the concomitant and accelerating need for new professional skills/competencies the theme of authenticity, i.e. relevance to authentic or real-world situations, emerges as a primary concern for the range of stakeholders in the learning process.  Higher Education today must not only incorporate an understanding of adult development (cf. androgogy) but also an understanding of and promotion of the relevance of its courses to the worker in the workplace.  Among the list of activities traditionally listed among student support services those of assessment and testing are of critical importance here, not just because ‘assessment is at the heart of the student experience’ (Brown and Knight 1994); defining what students regards as important, how they perceive themselves as students etc; but because an authentic assessment methodology also implies the setting of authentic activities; addressing central issues such as whether the activity is representative (in terms of being broad enough to allow for the adequate assessment of the constructs being tested) and direct (in terms of being narrow enough not to be confounded with irrelevant information) (Messick 1992, 1996) as well as various related psychometric and logistical issues.

Just as 3rd generation ‘constructivist’ tutorial support was earlier suggested to be breaking down a traditional distinction between course development and learner support, proper authentic assessment methodologies effectively break down the distinction between the learning activity and its assessment, as typified by end-of-year high stakes summative exams or, in the dominant model of assessment for e-learning, auto-corrected ‘quizzes’.  The literature supports a number of other claims on behalf of authentic assessment which can be summed up under the broad categories of “improved assessment”; i.e. the way in which it goes beyond the limits and inappropriateness of standard summative testing; and “improved learning”, i.e. the way in which the authentic assessment experience is variously argued to be more meaningful, more ‘real’ and/or more encouraging of ‘constructivist/active learning’ and critical thinking (McAlister, nd).   

The development of authentic and reliable assessment tools for the e-learning environment would, in addition to achieving some or all of these benefits, also represent a ‘good fit’ with the needs of the typical e-learner, and other stakeholders in the contemporary HE process, as well as with the range of learning theories long associated with e-learning technologies (e.g. constructivism, active learning, inquiry-based learning, collaborative and peer learning etc), which emphasise the central role of the learner in the learning process and the role to be played in the process by interaction between learners.

The E-Portfolio

In this regard the recent attention being paid to the use of the web to support portfolio assessment holds much promise for the evolving world of e-learning.  It is a development which according to Batson (2003) can be seen as arising out of 3 interrelating trends or facts:

· Student work now being mostly available in electronic form or,  as Batson says, “based on a canonical electronic file.  We can add that even where it is not the process of digitisation is become simpler and cheaper all the time.

· The web, according to Batson, “is everywhere”.  Although not yet a ubiquitous technology the web is certainly becoming more and more so and the tendency, particularly at Higher Education level, is for an overwhelming majority of students to have web access and ‘web literacy’.

· Database are available through web sites which provides users the capacity to manage large volumes of data and information online.  

“E-portfolios”, as they are coming to be known, in their many forms offer a form of authentic assessment for the web which:

· can feature multiple examples of work

· can be context rich 

· can offer opportunities for selection and self-assessment

· can offer a look at development over time 

(Cambridge, B. 2002)

While simultaneously freeing the author from the limitations of the e-portfolio’s older paper counterpart and making available the oft-quoted benefits of e-learning in terms of openness, flexibility, transparency etc. 

Some, unsurprisingly, claim that the e-portfolio represents a new revolution in e-learning and a burgeoning industry seems to have grown up to support the expectations and promises of academics and researchers in the field.  A total of 30 separate e-Portfolio tools, defined as “now available or in production”, are referred to, in fact, in a recent article on the subject (Batson 2003).  A number of issues appear, to the authors, critical to the success of this new e-enterprise: 

· Interoperability standards

· Integration with existing e-learning systems, esp commercial LMSs

· Systems and methodologies for evidence/artefact validation

· Supports to increase inter rater consistency/reliability, e.g. support of shared rubrics

· Data/information management and mapping

· Security of data (How? Who?)

· Storage of data (Who? Who?)

· Supported file/media types (Which? Why? How?)

As with Thorpe’s new generation of student support services the role of the tutor or mentor must be seen as central to facilitation of the process here, in terms, in this case, of mediating and managing the process of creating the e-portfolio.  Further research into this role and the responsibilities and skill sets which constitute it, is very much required, along with longitudinal studies of the range of e-portfolio practices now in evidence in and beyond the Higher Education world in order to sustain and substantiate the concept.  

Conclusion
The authors suggests, in conclusion, that tutoring and assessment are central, in the first place, to what are conventionally known as student support services and are very much the activities upon which all other services (e.g. special needs services, intervention service, induction-type services) must be based upon.  In the second place the facilitation of collaborative tutoring and authentic assessment methodologies for the e-learning environment represent a blurring of the traditional distinction, between, respectively, course development and learner support, and the learning activity and its assessment, as well as, en masse, a breaking down of the division between learning and learner support.  Together they hold promise for the ongoing evolution of e-learning in terms of addressing the needs and characteristics of the lifelong e-learner, ensuring the relevance and quality of e-learning courses and impacting fundamentally on the way we plan, design, deliver, assess and think about e-learning and distance education in general.  In the context of high drop-out rates, dissatisfaction as to the quality of many e-learning efforts and the expensive failures of many recent high-profile and lesser-known e-learning initiatives at higher education a new model of e-learning practice with collaborative tutoring and reliable authentic assessment methodologies, likely in some variant of the e-portfolio model, at its heart has much to recommend it as a way forward for all stakeholders in contemporary Higher Education. 
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