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In 1999, The University of Queensland opened a high-tech flexible learning campus at Ipswich.  This campus incorporates established ways of learning with newer technologies, very prominently the World Wide Web.  The key element of face-to-face contact has been retained but in small group settings.

This paper describes the learning experiences of first year students at this new campus and their preferences for the various innovative and established learning resources used. Preliminary results suggest that students’ preferences for one kind of resource over another does not appear to be linked to whether a resource is ‘traditional’ or newest technology.
Data was gathered by questionnaire and by limited focus group data from some of the programs.  Despite the limitations of the focus group data, the commentary is informative and suggestive of interesting strands for further research.

The research is on-going.
Brief background 

In 1999, The University of Queensland (UQ) opened a new high tech flexible learning campus at Ipswich (UQI).

In the interests of on-going evaluation of this initiative, a comprehensive research project is underway, one aspect of which is an investigation of students’ perceptions of the new learning environments (NLEs) and their learning experiences within these contexts.

This paper offers some preliminary reflections on how first year students responded to this new learning environment and explores some of the implications of their learning experiences.

Setting the context

Definitions

Numerous definitions of flexible learning abound.  Indeed, the term ‘flexible learning’ needs to be differentiated from ‘flexible delivery’ since the latter carries within it connotations of a one-way transmission approach which views learning as something that can be packaged and delivered to the student.  However, a reading of the literature makes it clear that some early uses of ‘flexible delivery’ are, by their accompanying descriptions, actually referring to ‘flexible learning’ which encompasses several important notions, one of the most central being that learning is an interactive process.  

Nunan (1996) notes that the two terms (‘flexible delivery’ and ‘flexible learning’) are likely to carry different meanings with different stakeholders.  Nor is flexible delivery a unitary concept (George and Luke, 1995) as its fundamental concern is with ‘promoting deep approaches to learning by purposefully selecting forms of delivery which are multi-dimensional’ and  increasing ‘the choices available to staff and students in teaching and learning’ which results ‘in a blurring of the traditional internal/external boundaries’ (George and Luke, 1995, p. 2).

Different models of FL

If there are different definitions of flexible learning, there are also different models of flexible learning. These range from the anywhere/any time model of the virtual university to the more integrated approach where face-to-face contact is integrated with principled selection of learning resources (what could almost be described as a resource-based model of flexible learning).

The field of flexible learning is too young for definitive judgments to be made about the relative efficacy of the emerging models.  However, some preliminary observations can be made.  For instance, Althaus (1997) found that a superior learning environment resulted when face-to-face discussion was combined with computer-mediated discussion.  This finding fits with a growing view that face-to-face contact is central to effective learning.  A majority of students appear to need real contact, rather than solely virtual contact (Salomon and Almog, 1998).  ‘There is only so much distance learning and impersonal access to information that students are willing to tolerate’ (Salomon and Almog, 1998, p. 237).

The roles of lecturers and learners

Depending on the particular model of flexible learning which is adopted, there will be an accompanying change in the role of the lecturer and learner.  George and Luke (1995, p. 2) note that flexible delivery (flexible learning in the terms of this paper) is about reconstructing how universities operate not so much in terms of teaching as in terms of learning.  In these new environments, the task of the lecturer will involve managing the processes of education which will occur through facilitating access to resources and by building in opportunities within those learning resources for students to engage in meaningful interaction (George and Luke, 1995).  This process has implications for the time demands which will be made on lecturers.  

‘The teacher has to step out of the traditional instructor’s role: instead, a role of consultant, collaborator, facilitator, becomes dominant.  Offering more flexibility to the learner puts higher demands on the teacher and often requires more teacher’s time and effort’ (Nikolova & Collis, 1998, p. 60). 

It is not only lecturers who need to adopt a whole new philosophy of their role.  Greater flexibility in tertiary learning contexts also necessitates new roles for learners. ‘The active learner is axiomatic’ (Nikolova & Collis, 1998, p. 60).  To succeed in these new learning environments, student need to apply greater ‘self-initiative, self-motivation, and self-control’ (Nikolova & Collis, 1998, p. 60).

As both lecturers and students adopt new roles, the interaction between them during the process of learning will be of vital importance. (Nikolova & Collis, 1998).

The role of technology in flexible learning

Technology has always played a key role in learning.  From the slate to the biro, from the blackboard to the electronic whiteboard, classrooms have always been characterised by the use of various technologies.  In the new learning environments of flexible learning, the role of technology has been understandably highlighted because of the availability of exciting and sophisticated forms of technology, especially computers and access to the World Wide Web.

The challenge in the NLEs is to use technology in pedagogically sound and exciting ways and to select, in educationally principled ways, the most appropriate technologies and teaching approaches to suit specific contexts. 

A ‘mixed’ model of flexible learning which combines traditional and non-traditional technologies is recommended by Beattie and James (1997).  They found that ‘on the score of encouraging intellectual independence many non-traditional delivery methods are fairly robust – on managing complexity or uncertainty and encouraging a lively critical inquiry, they fare less well’ (Beattie and James, 1997, p. 177).  Thus they recommend a thoughtful combination of delivery approaches driven by discipline context and subject goals.

Description of the new learning environments (NLEs) at Ipswich campus

What ‘flexible learning’ means at UQI

Early reference to the UQI campus included the term ‘flexible delivery’.  As explained above, this terms carries with it the suggestion of a one-way philosophy of learning.  Thus, more recently, the more interactive term ‘flexible learning’ has been adopted as it suggests student-centredness. 

What operates at Ipswich is not an anywhere/any time or virtual campus model. Flexible learning is characterised by a focus on interactive learning, integrated use of technology (including web components) with more established learning resources (print, video etc.).  Such a model is congruent with the recommendations by Beattie and James (1997) that a mix of approaches is preferable.  Face-to-face contact is retained as a key component of interactive learning.
The physical environment

The architectural design of the campus is intended to promote a particular interactive model of learning (Grigg and Brown, 1998).  The campus, which has one large meeting space, is characterised by smaller meeting rooms.  Face-to-face contact thus occurs in smaller than traditional group sizes. 

This campus provides state of the art technology with high levels of student access. 

The design/development environment

For the purposes of supporting sound pedagogical design and a principled integration of technological options into the design of new subjects, the subject writers at UQI were given the opportunity to work with educational designers.  This opportunity was embraced to varying degrees.  Some writers worked on a one-to-one basis with educational design staff, others in small teams, others only periodically.  Depending on a range of factors, including the nature of particular subjects, a wide variety of subject design resulted. Some subjects explicitly integrated IT training, others catered for students’ needs to be trained via library-run workshops. 

The teaching/learning environment

A key component of all the subjects taught at UQI was face-to-face contact.  This was considered important in establishing and maintaining interactive learning.

A campus-wide policy that that every subject should have a web presence of some kind resulted in a wide variety of web utilisation – from quite sparse models (for instance, providing subject and contact information); to using on-line communication tools (email and bulletin boards); to having students submit assignments and forms on-line; to linking students to appropriate web sites, to reproducing lecture notes etc.  Thus, according to Barron’s (1998) definitions, different UQI subjects used web enhanced instruction (providing relevant links and usually in tandem with some on-campus instruction) and web managed instruction which provides ‘an architecture for course information and materials’ (Barron, 1998, p. 356).

The investigation

The findings reported in this paper concern an investigation which is one part of an overall evaluation project of the Ipswich campus.  The project described here is concerned with finding out what the experience of studying at the new campus was like for first year students.

Currently, the literature on students’ views within flexible learning contexts is an emerging one.  The work that has been done has used quantitative, qualitative and mixed methodologies.  The view of this paper is that rich data can be obtained from both quantitative and qualitative approaches.  The emphasis in this paper is on the qualitative.  

It is a given that students’ perceptions are very important and that even a small number of students can offer insights which are valuable (Gilbert, 1999).

Despite the value of qualitative data, the limitations of data gathered through self-report are acknowledged.  However, the aim of the investigation was less with gathering statistically valid data than with building a snapshot of students’ perceptions.  The intention is that stakeholders (lecturers and other planners) use the findings to reflect on students’ qualitative observations as a means of improving future learning opportunities.  For this purpose, small scale data can be useful in avoiding the trap of using research frameworks which are too broad (Entwistle, 1997). 

Students were surveyed by questionnaire on a range of dimensions designed to probe the nature and quality of their learning experiences as well as their pre-study expectations of what it would be like to study at the new campus.  The questionnaire consisted of six questions, four of which were open ended with the other two using a likert scale with room for extra comments.  Sixty-three students responded to the questionnaire. 

In addition to the questionnaire data, a small group (3 students) from two of the program areas (Contemporary Studies and Information Environments) provided rich commentary through a focus group interaction.  A third program (Social and Behavioural Studies) was defacto represented by one of the Contemporary Studies students who, as requested, relayed input relating to the Social and Behavioural Studies program.  

The focus group interaction was facilitated by means of a number of questions around issues which arose from the questionnaire data.  Thus, while the limitations of the qualitative commentary of the focus group is acknowledged, their input is nonetheless seen as valuable as it served to some extent to round out the findings of the questionnaires.  Additionally, lecturers across the seven programs have conducted various small scale investigations into their students’ views and experiences of the first year of the new campus.  Informal exchange with them would indicate no major discrepancy, in broad terms, between the findings of those investigations and this one. 

Focus group discussionwith the current first year cohort of students will be held to further inform the current data.

Early findings

In reporting these early findings, the responses are categorised as follows:  students’ expectations of what studying at UQI would be like; general experiences of being a first year student at UQI ; the quality/usefulness of learning resources; teaching and learning issues.

Students expectations of what studying at UQI would be like

Students expected the campus to house the latest in computer facilities.  This expectation was certainly met.  However, some disappointment was expressed that the implementation of the new technology was not always entirely problem-free, particularly in the early stages.

Unmet expectations which some students had included the belief that they would be able to make up missed classes at alternative times and locations and that less face-to-face contact would be involved.  Some students also believed that self-pacing meant they would progress at their own speed appropriate to their particular needs and abilities.  Given that face-to-face meetings were scheduled regularly, such an entirely individualistic application of self-pacing was not possible.  Some degree of disappointment was expressed by students who had expected that flexible mode and self-paced learning would prove more convenient to their particular lifestyle, especially in terms of time slots.

General experiences of being a first year student

A strong theme which emerged from both the survey and focus group data were high levels of student satisfaction.  These high levels of satisfaction are particularly interesting given that not all their expectations about UQI were met – i.e. their belief that anywhere/any time access would be available to them.  Nor (as indicated above) did they have extensive choice of timetable options as some of them had expected.

Students very much appreciated the open, comfortable and relaxed atmosphere which, in their view, compared more than favourably with their perceptions of the larger campus ‘down the road’ at St. Lucia.  In the smaller Ipswich environment, they found it easy to make friends.  The smaller campus appears to be less intimidating to students and to mean less stress and reduced anxiety.  One student even commented that it was nice to be using furniture that had not been vandalised.

The quality/usefulness of learning resources

A very comprehensive range of learning resources was used in the different programs at UQI.  These included both traditional and more innovative resources – print material, face-to-face, video, World Wide Web, CDs, guest speakers, email etc.  One of the questions of the survey questionnaire asked students to rate how useful they found these learning resources.  

The findings are thought-provoking.  For instance, printed learning guides were popular but books of readings were not.  Students rated the use of email highly but not the use of chat groups.  Certain kinds of web sites shared mediocre ratings with some kinds of print material.  These findings seem to suggest that whether or not students found a particular learning resource helpful is not linked to whether the resource being used is traditional or newest technology.  Something deeper seems to be operating here.  It may well be that how different resources are used is a crucial element in determining student satisfaction.  

Printed learning guides which are used as a key resource for most of the subjects offered at UQI generally attracted very positive responses.  They are seen as useful for assisting students to organise ideas, theories and thoughts and as a means of providing perspective.  In that printed learning materials remain a key resource for distance modes of learning, their popularity with non-distance students at UQI is one concrete illustration of the combined model of flexible learning being used.

In relation to technology resources, highly positive comments were made about the excellent access to computers and library materials.  The speed of the technology was appreciated.  In terms of human resources, library staff were considered very helpful, as were the students’ lecturers.  

Questionnaire responses indicated that some students felt threatened or ill at ease with unfamiliar technology.  These views were expressed in greater detail in the focus group where it was felt that some students required two or three weeks to become accustomed to using technology which is new to them and find it difficult to absorb content at the same time.  It was felt that technology was best used when it was closely integrated into a subject; the view was expressed that in this way students (particularly matured aged ones) learn to use the technology more confidently. 

The use of WebCT attracted comments which varied from being highly positive to somewhat critical, depending on the program for which it was used, the purpose and (to some extent) the degree of technical reliability which students experienced.  (‘High tech is brilliant when everything works’).  Overall, however, WebCT was seen as being very useful and user-friendly, especially bulletin boards and email when their use was integrated with class discussions and comments in an on-going forum.  The practice of lecturers posting tutorial questions on the bulletin board for an upcoming face-to-face session was felt to foster effective task preparation.

Teaching and learning issues: 



the value of small group learning

Small group learning was highly favoured. There was a belief that more effective learning occurred through the increased contact made possible by smaller groups.  The comment was made that in larger classes, most students lack the confidence to speak up or to ask questions.



the role of lecturers 

In some programs, lecturers were perceived as mentors with students being very happy with a more relaxed and informal atmosphere resulting from one-to-one interaction.  Students said they preferred this mentor/apprentice style of learning facilitated by ‘lecturettes’.  There was no sense in which the lecturer was seen as unimportant, rather in a changed and changing light.



independent learning

An issue which relates strongly to the operation of small groups and a mentor/apprentice model of university study is that of independent learning.  Students in the focus group did not readily identify themselves as independent learners, indeed commenting that the amount of support which they received both from lecturers and from fellow students provided a highly co-operative learning environment – a community of learners in fact.  They equated independent or self-directed learning with more isolated (‘on your own’) lecture-centred learning.  They felt they were engaged in co-operative learning which they view as the most valuable kind.  Studying with a partner was highly favoured.  There was a clear sense that some students were seeing themselves as partners in the learning process.


study loads

Despite the small scale of the focus group data, some of the commentary is particularly arresting when it reflects both what is said in the literature and the hands-on experiences of educational designers.  One such comment relates to work loads.  Students from one program identified content and task overload and expressed concern about an imbalance between effort required for task completion and marks awarded.  In relation to workloads, the questionnaire data suggested an emerging view that flexible learning required more effort on the part of students.



mechanisms of feedback

An interesting observation was made concerning the mechanisms of providing feedback on learning tasks.  Receiving feedback on particular tasks by technological means can be frustrating if the program providing the feedback is insufficiently sophisticated to deal with all possible combinations of responses.  For instance, one student was marked down in his responses because of poor spelling (which had not been included in the marking criteria).  

Apart from such technical considerations, it was also noted that feedback is often more useful when provided in a face-to-face setting as technological methods of feedback may (in addition to possible inaccuracy) be seen as too impersonal and non-interactive.  The suggestion was made that email may be an appropriate means of providing feedback on longer assignments.  There was clearly some dissatisfaction with simply having a quiz (on WebCT) being marked ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ without accompanying explanation.  ‘Constructive criticism’, from which students can learn, is preferred.  

Implications

Model of learning

The current model of learning at UQI combines some elements of distance (print material) with online (web use) with traditional (face to face) – a hybrid which seeks to make the best use of several resources.

The ‘critically important’ interaction (Nikolova & Collis, 1998, p. 60) among stakeholders of the learning process is already occurring to some extent at UQI – no doubt partly because of the incorporation of small group face-to-face contact.  The challenge for the future is to retain this key component in the face of growing enrolment numbers. 

Emerging role of the lecturer

Commonly held expectations that the role of students and lecturers will need to alter in order for flexible delivery to be successful have been noted by several authors (for example, Alexander, 1999; Anderson and Alagumalai, 1997; Crook, 1997; Wild and Quinn, 1998; Jones et al, 1998).  

The early findings reported in this paper, however, suggest that the changes may not be as challenging to students as anticipated.  As one focus group student noted, the learning context at UQI represents her total understanding of what university study involves.  She has no other tertiary learning experience against which to compare it.  Thus, the challenge of change would appear to lie not with those students who are new to flexible learning contexts but with those accustomed to a very different paradigm.  Quite possibly, the same may prove to be true of lecturers.  Less experienced lecturers may, in fact, respond to the challenges of the NLEs more positively than more experienced colleagues when faced with the tasks of acquiring a set of skills very different from those required in conventional learning settings.

The mentoring/apprenticeship model of teaching which appears to be emerging in some programs at UQI in itself presents news challenges. This new model will involve the acquisition of new skills by lecturers who can no longer be ‘the sage on the stage’ but who will need to gain extended communication and teaching skills in order to nurture and extend the community of learners which appears to be developing.  

Teaching resources and the use of technology

The various questionnaire ratings given to the usefulness of different resources do not indicate a preference for either traditional or high tech resources as such. Rather, it seems that the way in which resources are used might hold the key. This finding calls for further research which could yield important data to inform subject design.
In terms of using the resources of the latest technology effectively, it is clear that assumptions must be avoided when judging students’ level of expertise.  Appropriate training needs to be provided both before and during semester.  Such training can take the form of stand-alone sessions and/or activities which are closely integrated with specific subjects.  Though these considerations had been taken into account in some subject design, they need to be considered in all subject design across the board.  

Study loads

The concern expressed by students about the imbalance between volume of work required and marks awarded for task completion points up the necessity for rigorous subject design.

No doubt the models of flexible learning at UQI will continue to emerge and to adopt and combine the best resources available to facilitate life long interactive learning.
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