On-Line Support to Learners

Providing On-line Support to learners 

In this Commentary I will first give a little background information to the learning programme and my role within this. I will briefly look at obstacles to the success of the original programme and what might make for success this time. A key aspect will be the support given by senior management to accommodate innovation, ownership of learning and technological developments. Here I will explore the advantages and disadvantages of computer-assisted learning and how I propose to apply CAL to my learning programme.

Introduction

The only thing in any enterprise that remains constant is change and the need to manage change. Recent years have seen change in the organisation and delivery of social services gather pace. Training and development will play a key role in managing the process of change. For example, in assisting operational managers to create an environment facilitating of learning. Being part of a learning system and/or learning organisation;

“An environment where the behaviour and practices involved in continuous 

 development are actively encouraged”. (1)

This was the spirit underpinning competency based awards, such as, SVQ, TDLB, and such other awards in social work as Practice Teaching Award and Mental Health Social Work Award. The programme I will use to explore the usefulness of on-line tutoring and learner support is that for the post-qualifying award in social work (PQSW.1), part one. 

PQSW.1 requires evidenced-based demonstration of continuous professional development. It takes workers from the point when they obtained their professional qualification (Diploma in Social Work) to a post-qualifying level where they have extended their skills to demonstrate competence in the areas of assessment, planning, intervention and evaluation (2). Previously when I co-ordinated candidates undertaking this award I adopted a model of support that combined in-house group support and individual mentoring. Initially prospective candidates were invited to briefing sessions. The competencies to be evidenced were outlined along with suggestions as to how this might be achieved, and the nature of support that would be provided. On completion of application forms and registration candidates were allocated to a small support group (8 members) along with their line managers. However, the response was poor. Monthly meetings of support groups continued to be poorly attended and individual mentoring was relied upon for the small number of candidates who remained interested.

Reasons for hesitancy and poor achievements include candidates and employer’s ambivalence to the award from the outset, lack of understanding of what is involved in evidencing competent practice, and the unacknowledged demands on personal time and effort for an award that that didn’t seem to be valued. What has now changed is that the social work professional body, CCETSW, has made it mandatory for those social workers wanting to undertake the Mental Health Social Work Award to first achieve PQSW.1. 

But there remains a lack of enthusiasm and general poor morale reflected in the few applicants who have responded. And this before my proposal for an on-line support facility! I certainly go along with observation of Visser and Glastonbury, 

“Without management support and the corresponding funding there is no

  possibility for introducing IT.” (3)

Paradigm Shift 

Technology and social work education remain uneasy bedfellows. Social work education has tended to consider face-to-face contact between teacher and student alongside supervised practical experience a necessary method for demonstrating sound practical skills and professional development. Visser and Glastonbury suggest that whereas previously there may not have been much to choose from now technologies offer alternatives that resonate with students of today.

“The so-called Nintendo generation, which is now finding its way through to 

 higher education, is used to high standards and considerable variety in 

 general communication and entertainment media”

While it may be presumptuous to describe the PQSW1 candidates as of the Nintendo generation I think it would be fair to say that CAL does offer a more diverse and stimulating context. There is the improved quality and productivity as evidenced by essays and projects produced on word processors. There are those programmes already in use, such as an interactive law programme that will be available to PQSW1 candidates. Indeed a much-neglected aspect of the Diploma in Social Work curriculum is IT requirements. This is also acknowledged in the post-qualifying programme (4). There is now much agreement amongst academics that computer assisted learning has to move beyond the fringes. This has also appeal for cost cutting strategies since it is thought to be cheaper (albeit one reason why I have been allowed to attend this course);

“Open and assisted computer learning is emerging as a flexible and cheaper 

 route to learning, supported by a move of resources away from teaching staff

 towards computer work stations” (3)

However we should not loose sight of a key aspect of effective learning highlighted and developed by CAL and that is its very interactive character. When one learns from research (5) that most delegates at training events would rather not be there and anyway little, if any, classroom learning is transferred to the workplace, then one has to look seriously at those tools able to capture learners’ attention. On-line learning allows the learner to proceed at their own pace, in their own time, in tandem with their on the job learning. It facilitates another key component of effective learning and that is the learner has control over their progress; what they learn, how and when.

There are other strengths (6) in the use of CAL that I will hope to exploit;

1. The time and effort saved from not having to make innumerable phone calls and 

attempts to meet when these arrangements invariably won’t suit everyone. Candidates can log on at anytime and join a discussion.

2. The opportunity to encourage candidates to take responsibility for their own 

Learning especially when they will have to grasp time opportunities as and when they arise during the working day.

3. Candidates will have the use of e-mail and discussion threads to follow-up course learning and directives.

4. Reinforcing important guidance in completing written tasks. For example, referring candidates to papers, research and exemplars placed on the course site.

5. Collaborative working and exchange of ideas among candidates.

6. The creation of an archive of student assignments for future course members.

7. The familiarisation with a range of IT skills and their development.

8. The opportunity to introduce and explore new concepts and constructs for self-directed learning and development. 

More of the same 

After much debate one has to conclude that on-line learning is just different, another learning method.

“… to ensure that all possible learning styles are covered, theoretical, practical

 experience, creative experimentation and reflection, training programmes need

 to combine textural materials with reflective questions, work-based projects, 

 developmental programmes and assignments. In order to ensure that learners 

 have an opportunity to compare their own knowledge with others some personal

 contact seems essential. This could come through an online chat room but to 

 ensure that learners are stretched and challenged periodic meetings with a trainer,

 coach or mentor are best.” (5)

Many workers in human services delivery agree that computer mediated communication has the potential to move towards total impersonality. They are still of the view that communication is most complete and successful where the person is physically present ‘in’ the message. Andrew Feenberg points out that CMC does tend to amplify certain social insecurities (7), such as when we are unable to gauge how our communications have been received. There are aspects of helping services (e.g., counselling) that focus on the emotional responses evoked by situations and relationships (e.g., transference) even when these responses have to be drawn to the attention of the practitioner. Similarly learning may evoke disabling responses including an inability to learn (8). This emotional response also accounts for the avoidance of the ‘new’ technologies by some people. Some learners are dependent on an authoritarian style of teaching and/or may feel neglected and abandoned if they do not have the physical presence of a teacher/tutor. Computer conferencing does not easily facilitate group resolution of these problems.

There are the practical considerations, such as, the quality of the equipment, technical back-up and colleague and management support. Any new learning situation will evoke anxiety and insecurity that may be exacerbated by unfamiliarity and discomfort with technology. These difficulties and other obstacles; poor comprehension, may be difficult for the tutor to gauge and respond to appropriately. There are the protocols of this ‘distinct and unique domain’ (9), for example, I only learned this week that my use of capitals to emphasis may be interpreted as shouting! Some may interpret delayed response as rejection. Harasim suggests that we have to approach this new domain with a new mindset if we are to realise its potential for augmenting educational options and opportunities. 

The Learning Support Programme

Above I indicated that already there have been difficulties attracting candidates to this programme mostly because of poor planning, the extent of ongoing organisational change and possibly because of the adverse history associated with PQSW.  In any case the programme will go ahead probably with half the expected number of candidates. Candidates will attend an induction day at university advising them of the requirements of PQSW1, reflective writing, action plans, and portfolio building. The remaining 4 days teaching will be undertaking at fortnightly intervals (April 27th to June22nd).  During this time candidates will review their casework and select 3 cases that will provide illustrative evidence to the written commentaries; 1500 words on each of the subjects, assessment, planning, intervention and evaluation. On completion of the teaching input serious portfolio building begins (July to September). Throughout learning support will be provided on-line and via four tutorials.

The student handbook does state the intention to maximise the use of technology on the programme. This will be encouraged, however, candidates will be first asked about their interest, apprehensions around online learning. Every effort will be made to reassure them by exploring, “Am I ready to take a course where classes are offered online?” http://www2.uta.edu/cussn/course/ready.htm.  An Internet skills course will be arranged and/or they will be referred to, “Teach yourself Internet skills”, at www.sosig.ac.uk/vts/socialworker/index.htm. I have indicated above the very new nature of this proposed programme and much has still to be agreed and arranged. My plan remains;

· Establish my course on www.blackboard.com. The course will be called PQSWMHO and candidates will be advised of their account names and passwords.

· To meet with each candidate and review their casework and/or achievement opportunities with a view to helping them to identify ‘competency rich’ material.

· Check each candidates access to online facilities.

· Plan discussion threads that link to the commentaries that candidates have to complete, e.g., candidates’ application of theories of assessment and illustrative work. So one question for discussion would be, “ What method/theory of assessment has influenced your assessment practice and what have you learned from this?

· Candidates will be encouraged to send e-mail communications and attachments, such as, drafts of commentaries.

· An archive of student papers and assignments will be established. 

· Establish online resources, such as, exemplars and relevant academic papers (using electronic reserves). Relevant web links will be established, e.g., http://www.lib.gcal.ac.uk, www.virtualsocialwork.co.uk. 

· Evaluation will be by questionnaire to the candidate, course tutors and line-managers. Questions will cover the relevance of online learning and support to success and to practice development as a whole. Does online learning/support assist understanding and learning and in what ways? Were there additional and /or unanticipated gains, for the individual, the employer, both? What worked best and what should change?

Conclusion

As a trainer/teacher I am excited by the prospect of online learning because it is new and has captured the attention of the many. Whether from novelty or because of its very interactive characteristic online learning does appeal to a lot of people. There is no avoiding the fact that technology has transformed the way we write, think, communicate and learn. So, apart from being a useful addition to my repertoire of training tools technology has come of age in the form of computer mediated communication. It still has many obstacles to overcome not least the challenge it posses to organisational culture. Rod Coombs puts it very succinctly,

“… IT systems do not simply change the way you do business, they can change

 the business you do!” (10)

The evidence is (10) that managers are willing to embrace technologies that increase the flow of information (albeit control and power) to them and in the process making them even more remote. Yet there is the likelihood that online learning can make ‘the learning organisation’ a reality. Russell and Parsons sum it up,

“ … organisations need to worry less about management control and more about

 providing support, information and infrastructures that allow people to organise

 themselves” (11).

DPD, 15th March, 2001
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