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HANDBOOK

Research and evaluating
tutoring and learner support

Handbook overview

This handbook introduces you to researching and evaluating tutoring and
learner support.We assume that you are working in an open and distance
learning (ODL) organisation and that you are interested in carrying out a
small piece of research. The handbook will guide you through the steps in that

process.

Aims of the Handbook

The overall aim of the handbook is to provide a rationale and guidance for
teachers, tutors and other learner support practitioners to enable them to
carry out research and evaluation projects in tutoring and learner support. At
a more detailed level the aims of the handbook are to enable you to be able
to:

» Define research questions appropriate to your context.

» Identify the methodology which best fits your research aims and context.
» Gather the background information needed for your research.

» Choose an appropriate research design.

» Implement and manage your project.

» Report on your results.

Handbook organisation
The handbook is structured into this introduction and four units, as follows.
This introduction: (0.5 hr)

Unit I: Identifying areas needing research and evaluation (4 hr + | hr for the
project)

Unit 2: Steps in researching and evaluating learner support (6.5 hr + 0.5 hr
for the project)

Unit 3: Examples of research and evaluation | (4.5 hr + 1.5 hr for the
project)
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Handbook B6 — Researching tutoring and learner support

Unit 4: Examples of research and evaluation 2 (5 hr + 2 hr for the project)
Each unit is made up of the following components:

» an introductory paragraph or two that provide an overview of the unit, its
focus and outcomes

P text, introducing you to the issues, methods and ideas in researching and
evaluating tutoring and learner support

» examples drawn from recent research projects

activities to help you learn to apply the methods discussed here to your
own context

» a unit summary

» feedback on your responses to the questions or problems posed in each
activity

P project tasks — these are ones that will take rather longer than the activity
tasks and allow you a more in-depth application of the methods taught
here.

The suggested times for the activities are only suggestions but overall you will
need about 20 hours to work through this handbook and a minimum of
approximately 5 hours for your project.

How to use the materials

The materials in this handbook are designed to be used in two ways:

For self study

The handbook is self-contained. All the readings you will need are contained
in the Resources File which accompanies this handbook. In addition, the general
feedback provided in response to each activity is intended to keep you on
track yet at the same time reinforce your own thinking and reflection.

For workshops

The handbook can also be used in a workshop setting. Each of the activities
could be done by small groups, and the feedback used as general guidance for
both workshop leaders and participants. In a workshop setting, feedback can
be more individualised, since participants have an opportunity to ask questions
and receive direct answers, both of the workshop leader and their fellow
participants.

2 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Introduction

Resources

The following resources are used in this handbook:

Resource Name when referred Location
to in our text

Robinson, B. 1995 ‘Research and pragmatism in learner Robinson 1995 Resources File
support’ in F. Lockwood (ed.) Open and distance learning
today, London: Routledge

Srivastava, M. 2001 The will to learn ... counsellors’ perceptions | Srivastava Resources File
of academic counselling, report for Staff Training and Research
Institute of Distance Education (STRIDE), New Delhi: Indira
Gandhi National Open University

Robinson, B. 1999 ‘Open and distance learning in the Gobi Robinson 1999 Resources File
Desert: non-formal education for nomadic women’ Distance
Education 20, 2:181-204

Thorpe, M. 1988 ‘Tuition” in M. Thorpe, Evaluating Open and | Thorpe Resources File
Distance Learning, Harlow, UK: Longman Group (extract pp

61-87)

Calder, J. 1994 The nature of evaluation’in J. Calder Calder Resources File

Programme evaluation and quality: a comprehensive guide to
setting up an evaluation system, London: Kogan Page (extract
15-20)

These can be found in the accompanying Resources File.
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|dentifying areas needing
research and evaluation

Unit overview

Research and evaluation are an important part of offering services to learners.
However, for a variety of reasons, not the least of which are the time
demands of providing services, practitioners often find it difficult to carry out
research. In fact, research activities may seem like a luxury that can be ill-
afforded. On the other hand, data obtained from research and evaluation
studies help us to work more effectively and efficiently by helping us to better
understand and articulate the rationale for our work. For example, research
and evaluation data from needs analyses and impact studies can help with
setting priorities for service. These types of studies need not be time
consuming, and can often be built into daily practice, such as record keeping.
Practitioners may also be reluctant to engage in research and evaluation
because they think it involves sophisticated techniques and specialised
knowledge that they do not have. However, research and evaluation need not
be complicated or carried out on a grand scale in order to be useful.
Practitioners are often in the best position to carry out effective investigations
regarding their work. This handbook is intended to help you to engage in
research and evaluation by guiding you through the steps necessary to gather
data that will be most helpful to you.This first unit of the course will get you

started by covering the following topics:

» defining tutoring and learner support — some definitions, the
contextual nature of practice, reflecting on your own context

» identifying areas, questions, and processes that need
investigation and why — relevance, necessity

» defining educational/learner support research and evaluation —
applied v theoretical; why applied research such as evaluation is the most
common approach to investigate issues in learner support; how learner

support research can be improved

» the rationale for doing research on tutoring and learning
support — improving practice, building and testing theory, testing new
methods and interventions, building a literature, sharing practice with near
and far colleagues, making the case for resources, collaboration and shared
understanding with colleagues, challenging assumptions, potential for saving

of resources, management decisions about service priorities
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» the methods most commonly employed — a look at various kinds
of qualitative and quantitative research and how these match to purpose
and context

» the current state of the field — some generally agreed upon findings,
challenges and limitations: lack of theory, lack of replication, variation in
context, non-generalisability, lack of baseline student information.

Learning outcomes
When you have worked through this unit, you should be able to:

| Define tutoring and learner support in your context and draw a

representational map of the ways in which you interact with your learners.

2 Formulate questions that identify the areas and processes in learner
support in your context that need investigation and explain why these are

important.
3 Define research and evaluation in relation to tutoring and learner support.

4 Provide a rationale for doing research on and evaluation of tutoring and

learning support; describe how research can improve your practice.

5 Identify methods most commonly employed to investigate issues in
tutoring and learner support.

6 Describe the current state of research and evaluation in tutoring and

learner support and the significance of this for your own work.

Defining tutoring and learner support

Tutoring and learner support exist to serve the mission of the educational
provider, and in this sense, are contextually bound, reflecting the provider's
values and educational philosophy as well as other factors particular to that
setting. That being said, there are certain commonalities across most distance
education contexts in terms of the role of learner support. Tutoring is
generally seen as encompassing a broad range of teaching and coaching
activities that help to guide students through a course. Learner support is
most often used as a term subsuming all interaction between institutional
personnel and students (prospective and registered) intended to assist them
in meeting their objectives from the point of first inquiry through graduation
and beyond. In this course, the term tutoring is recognised as a form of
learner support but will often be addressed separately in recognition of its
centrality to interactions with students, and the need to address methods of
investigation specific to tutoring as opposed to other types of learner support.

6 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Unit 1: Identifying areas needing research and evaluation

Some terminology

In the literature, the term student support is used as frequently as learner
support. Hence, if you do literature searches, it is important to include both
terms. In this course, the term student is recognised as being equivalent to
learner in order to simplify usage. However; it is worth noting that the term
learner is becoming more commonly used in the distance education
literature probably because it implies a more active instrumental role in the
learning process than the word student.

Tutoring

The tutor has traditionally played a central role in learner support in distance
education, mediating between packaged learning materials and the learner,
acting as subject matter expert, learning coach and facilitator: Although the
learning materials may be seen to be the main source of content for a
distance education course, learners still look to the tutor to act as a content
expert: to answer questions arising from their study, guide them to other
sources of information, to point out the connections between concepts, and
perhaps most importantly, to give students feedback about their performance.
In addition, tutors are often expected to provide more generic types of
support that are characteristic of all good teachers: listening, mentoring,
encouraging, guiding, and coaching. Some have argued that the role of the
tutor in distance education (Lentell, 2003) has been undervalued, and this is
probably true for a number of reasons. In general, the contribution that
learner support personnel make to the total learning experience of the
student has been undervalued. However, it is well established that even the
most well designed packaged materials, whether these are print-based or
offered through some other technology, do not in themselves, constitute ‘a
learning experience’ but rather a learning resource. Learners want and need
dialogue and feedback, and the tutor is there to provide this important
support to learning. One of the main reasons for carrying out research and
evaluation in tutoring and learner support is to better understand and
articulate the role that these processes play in helping learners successfully
navigate their studies.

Learner support

Learner support is the generic name that has been applied to the range of
services that has been developed to help learners meet their learning
objectives and gain the knowledge and skills that they need in order to be

successful in their courses. Examples of these are given in Table |.
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Table | Examples of learner support activities

Type of service Examples

Learner support * tutoring
* teaching

Counselling and advising | ¢ orientation
* learning and study skills assistance,
* academic advising

career and personal counselling

Administrative services * admission and registration

library and information systems

support for peer tutoring

support for alumni organisation

In other words, learner support activities are all those interactive Learner support
processes that are intended to support and facilitate the learning process.

As noted above, these interactions begin at the point of first inquiry and Al those interactive

. , - . . . processes that are intended
continue through the learner’s association with the educational provider, o

o to support and facilitate the
often for a lifetime.

learning process.
Traditionally learner support has been identified as being a completely

different set of activities from those associated with course production.

However, with the implementation of online learning, this distinction does not

always hold and the line between the two sets of activities has become more

blurred (cf. Thorpe, 2003). An online course may consist of no more than a

syllabus and a reading list, with the content being created through interaction

between learners and course facilitator.

Defining your model of learner support

Each educational provider may take a slightly different approach to learner
support or offer a somewhat different range of services. The choice of
services offered will depend on contextual factors such as values, educational
philosophy, resources available, learner characteristics and needs, and types of
courses and programmes offered. Research findings, assumptions and theories
about learner behaviour; and knowledge arising from practice also play an
important role in development of learner support services.

A range of services evolves at each institution with the idea that these will
support the institutional mission. For example, an open university might have a
mission of making post-secondary education more accessible. However,
merely having an open admissions policy without support systems that
increase chances for success may only lead to failure for students without the
requisite skills. Hence, open universities may emphasise front end services —
helping students to decide whether they are adequately prepared, offering
remedial courses for those who need help in specific areas (e.g. writing,
mathematics), academic counselling for appropriate course choice and so on.

8 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Unit 1: Identifying areas needing research and evaluation

A primary school programme that aims to reach children who might not
otherwise attend school might put support in place that involves the parents
— with the idea that this will increase likelihood of participation.

Research and evaluation help us to continually reflect on the rationale for our
practice as it evolves. An important question to ask is, ‘Do services actually
accomplish what we have designed them to do? If there is an assumption
involved (e.g. students who participate in an orientation programme will be
more likely to complete their first course), this should be tested. Hence, one
of the first steps in reflective practice is to make these assumptions, beliefs,
and theories explicit.

The starting point is to identify the various types of learner support offered
by your institution, when and how students encounter these services, and

what impact each service is intended to have.

Activity 1 20 mins 7\
\/

Defining learner support in your context

As noted above, there are certain types of learner support that are common to most
contexts but each institution develops its own priorities for services and methods of
interaction with learners. You will now have the opportunity to think about all the types of
learner support (including tutoring) that you have in your context. This activity will help
you to reflect on your practice, first individually and then through dialogue with your

colleagues:

1 First write down the definition of learner support (including tutoring) that best describes
these activities in your work setting. Try to do this in a couple of sentences, focusing on
what learner support is in your context and why you do it (the overall goal of learner

support).

2 Next, using a single sheet of paper, draw a map of your learner support services from
first inquiry through to graduation. Indicate which services are available to prospective
students and which are available to registered students. Think about your services from
a learner’s perspective. When do they need help? How and when do they encounter
support? Note whether each service is provided to groups and/or one-to-one and the
various forms in which each service is available, e.g. in person, by telephone, in writing,

through written or recorded information. You might find the following example helpful.
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Prospective Information
student services —_—
(institutional) \

Teaching and tutoring

Orientation
Self-assessment

Learning and study
Skills Assistance \
Registration services

Admitted student —— | Exams, Records

Career planning
Job placement

/ \ Academic advising
Library services
Financial aid advising
Student advocacy

Bookstore

Credit co-ordination
Prior learning assessment

Personal counselling
Technical support Special needs

Notes: This map depicts a comprehensive set of support services for the learner from point of first
inquiry (prospective student) through the course of studies (admitted student). Modes of
communication (telephone, face-to-face, e-mail, video, post/print, etc.) could be added to the
diagram. Contact with graduates such as support for alumni organisation might be another
element to be considered (Brindley, 2003).

3 Think about your particular role in learner support. If you can, highlight your place on
the map that you have drawn. Go back to your definition of learner support and
describe your role in learner support as succinctly as you can, e.g. ‘I am a tutor who
interacts with students about the content of their course and about the process of
learning. The objective of what I do is to help the student acquire better learning skills

while mastering the content of the course.’

4 Once you have had the opportunity to reflect on what you do in learner support and
why you think it is important, ask a colleague or colleagues about their opinions. You
might show them the definition you have developed and the map you have drawn to
aid the discussion. Are their views similar? Are there differences of opinion among your
colleagues with regard to their beliefs about learner behaviour and what effect different
approaches to learner support have on learners? Do any of their views surprise you or
make you think differently about your practice? Do you now have a clearer sense than
when you started about your overall model of learner support, the individual services
that comprise it, and your role in interacting with students? Do you have a better sense
of why you do what you do with students, and in the larger picture, the underlying

rationale for the choices your institution has made regarding learner support?

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

[0 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Unit 1: Identifying areas needing research and evaluation

Activity 2 20 mins 7\
—

Definitions of learner/student support

The following are six different definitions of learner/student support. Read each of them

and try to identify what seem to be the key concepts in learner support.

1 ‘The element of distance education most nearly akin to traditional education: it is the
interface between the institution and its students’ Sewart (1993, p.12). However, he
emphasises the importance of context in defining the specifics of learner support, noting
that student support services ‘must be constructed in the context of the almost infinite
needs of the clients; are dependent on the educational ethos of the region and the
institution; are dependent on the dispersal of the student body, elements of resource
and the curriculum or product of the course production subsystem; and are dependent

on the generic differences in the student body which it has been set up to serve.

2 In an extensive review and analysis of the literature concerning learner support in
distance education, Sweet (1993) did not provide a specific definition of support
services. Rather, Sweet focused on the implications for a changing role of learner
support as distance education evolved from an industrial model in which the learner
was seen as a passive recipient of packaged knowledge to new more interactive forms
of distance learning. In particular, he emphasised the need for more integrated roles for
helpers with an explicit goal of student support being to facilitate the intellectual and
personal growth of the learner. Based on a view of the student as an active participant
in the learning process, Sweet noted that ‘support services need to maintain their
involvement in the remediation of student problems but, at the same time, they must
become more active in promoting the intellectual development and well-being of
students. The latter approach suggests that the traditionally distinct advising and tutoring
tasks be brought into closer alignment and, in some situations, be combined the single
role of an academic counsellor. The focus for this altered role is the promotion of
interaction among and between students and instructors through either mediated or

face-to-face means’ (ibid, p. D.

3 Brindley (1995, 112-117) lists a set of goals for learner support: ‘development of
independent learners, student empowerment, personalization of the learning system,
democratisation of the system, and early engagement and connectedness’ but is not
prescriptive about services offered. Rather, she emphasises the need for institutions to
develop responsive learner support systems that reflect the particular elements of their
context, in particular their educational philosophy and values and their learners’
characteristics and needs. She recommends building a service model based on the
particular mission and goals of the institution and informed by research findings. She
discusses the elements to be considered when developing learner support services, how
services can be more responsive to learner needs, contribute to ‘learner persistence’ and
success, and ‘...play a key role in the strategic positioning of an institution or distance

education service’ (ibid, p. 103).

4 Tait (2000), who has written extensively on the topic of learner support, emphasises the

difference between learner support activities and course production in traditional
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distance education, and focuses on the important role that learner support plays in
responding in a personal and individual way to learner needs. His definition of ‘student
support in open distance learning (ODL) is ‘the range of services both for individuals
and students in groups which complement the course materials or learning resources
that are uniform for all learners, and which are often perceived as the major offering of
institutions using ODL. Student support is thus pragmatically distinguished within the
totality of activities of an ODL programme, which overall, of course, could be said to
have as its primary goal the support of students’. He divides the functions of student
support three ways: ‘1) cognitive: supporting and developing learning through the
mediation of the standard and uniform elements of course materials and learning
resources for individual students; 2) affective: providing an environment which supports
students, creates commitment and enhances self-esteem; and 3) systemic: establishing
administrative processes and information management systems which are effective,

transparent and overall student-friendly’ (ibid p. 288).

5 Simpson (2002) defines student support as ‘...all activities beyond the production and
delivery of course materials that assist in the progress of students in their studies’. He
divides these activities into two broad areas as follows. ‘The first is academic (or
tutorial) support — which deals with supporting students with the cognitive, intellectual
and knowledge issues of specific courses or sets of courses. This will include, for
example, developing general learning skills, numeracy and literacy. The second is non-
organisational aspects of their studies.’” In the latter, he includes such Activities as

advising, helping students assess their skills, advocacy, and administration (ibid pp. 6-8).

6 Thorpe (2003) addresses the need to re-define learner support in an online
environment. She moves away from a systems approach to more a functional approach,
defining learner support as ‘...all those elements capable of responding to a known
learner or group of learners, before, during and after the learning process’ (ibid. p. 201)
With this definition, she recognises the interactive nature of learner support as well as
the blurring of distinction between learner support and course production in online
learning. Rather than trying to define types of support by staff roles, she notes that
learners need support in two contexts. The first is in regard to ‘institutional systems
(such as knowing what is on offer, how to apply, how to claim a refund, make a
payment, choose a course, etc.) before, during and after course study’ and the second is
‘the course they are studying, such as how best to complete a particular assignment,
how to contact and work with other students on the course, how to make sense of
something in the course materials, whether their contributions to the course conference
are relevant, well conceived or otherwise, and so on’. She goes on to note that it is in
the latter context particularly that ‘CMC and the web are challenging our concept of

learner support’ (ibid p. 203).

The feedback is at the end of the activity B
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Unit 1: Identifying areas needing research and evaluation

ldentifying areas for investigation

Setting priorities for research can be challenging, and it is helpful to start by
considering your personal interests as a researcher before turning your
attention to the needs of the organisation. In order to sustain a research
programme over time, particularly under circumstances of limited time and
other resources, motivation may need to be fuelled by a strong personal
interest in the subject area. This is why you will often the see the same
researcher’s name appearing in the literature on a particular topic year after
year (cf. Tinto and dropout). What questions are of most interest to you?
What topics continually crop up in conversation with colleagues? VWhat areas
of practice do you feel most strongly about! Do you hold some passionate
beliefs about learners that you would like to pursue? These are all helpful
questions in thinking about a line of research that you might sustain over time
by collecting data and exploring various aspects of related practice.

Study tip

Return to the definitions you created of learner support and your role,
and the one page map you made of the model of learner support in
your institution or organisation. Make any necessary changes based on
your reflections, readings, and dialogue with colleagues. Keep this as a
reference.

Institutional goals are obviously of importance in setting priorities for research
and evaluation. Broad questions might be as follows: What is the institutional
mission? How do you think learner support contributes to this mission? What
are short and longer term needs for information related to tutoring and
learner support in this institution or organisation?

Institutional goals and the learner support practices that are designed to meet
these goals provide a basis for thinking about research and evaluation. As
noted above, whether explicit or not, there are always assumptions, beliefs,
and theories underlying practice. Practitioner research is most often aimed at
investigating these, whether by stepping back and collecting data from which
to build a theory (e.g. dropout research), or by evaluating or experimenting
with practice through testing the assumptions or theories upon which it is
based. Priorities for this type of examination often spring from speculation
about the effect institutional behaviour will have on learner behaviour,
perceived problems or challenges, a change in contextual factors, or learner
behaviour that is observed but not understood. For example, all the following

are examples of situations that might initiate a piece of research:
» attendance at face-to-face tutorials suddenly declines

» there is a persistent problem of early dropout from courses

Commonwealth of Learning 13
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P the request for extension of time limits on courses is so high that it causes
an unmanageable demand on tutor time

P some courses have much higher completion rates than others
P there is steady shift in demographics of the student body

there is a change in the financial situation of the organisation that results in
the need to cut services or change the way in which they are offered in

order to save money
» some students complete courses much more quickly than others

» a group of students approaches the institution to ask if they can start a

peer tutoring network

P a colleague attends a conference or workshop and brings back a new idea
for learner support

» the current practice of giving an unlimited number of time extensions on
courses is being questioned.

Finding the right question(s)

When you start to think about the number of questions to be answered, it
appears that the possibilities for investigation are infinite (and they probably
are). A common mistake in research is to be too ambitious, for example,
designing instruments for data collection that are far too lengthy and result in
collecting data that are never used. This usually stems from over enthusiasm
and a failure to check on whether the research is both necessary and useful.
When identifying areas for research, it is important to brainstorm so that
important and promising areas are not missed but then it is also important to
narrow these down. It is important to think about what areas of investigation
have the best possibility for making a difference through developing new
practices or making changes to current practice, or in some other concrete
way such as informing decisions about resource allocation. In other words,
what questions do you need answered in order to continue to develop more
effective learning environments for your students?

Determining a research agenda and priorities is not always as straightforward
as defining the areas that need investigation. Occasionally, there are
institutional or stakeholder pressures to make particular areas a priority for
research. These priorities may or may not be compatible with the areas that
you determine are important for research. Also, some research funders have
narrow guidelines about acceptable areas for study. With experience, you can
often find ways to define your research so that it meets criteria set by others
even when it does not initially appear that there is a match. Having a clear set
of research priorities determined by you and your colleagues will help you to
navigate these situations.
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Another consideration in identifying areas for investigation is the relevance
and/or intended outcome of the research in a larger context. This does not
mean that small scale studies that are intended to improve practice in a
subscribed area of practice should not get priority. However; if you think about
the relevance of the research at the time of choosing areas for investigation,
you might formulate your question in such a way that the data generated will
be of use to a wider audience. Think about how this research could be used
by you, your department, the institution as a whole, one or more stakeholders
(e.g. funding agencies), and/or the wider community of practitioners in your
country and abroad. As a practitioner, you probably read learner support
literature and attend workshops and conferences on topics of interest. What
investigations have the greatest possibility for impact? Will the investigations
under consideration contribute to existing research and/or move theory
and/or practice forward? The question of how your investigation might fit into
the larger world of research will be addressed further as the course

progresses, in particular; in Unit 2, when literature reviews are discussed.

Activity 3 20 mins 7\
—

Identifying areas needing research and evaluation in your practice

In this activity, you will identify your areas of greatest interest to investigate. At this stage
you do not need to develop specific questions — this will come later. For now, work

through the issues as follows:

1 List your areas of personal interest for research and evaluation. These may be
exploratory in nature such as trying to understand learner behaviour better without a
specific theory in mind, a test of a theory or an assumption, an evaluation of current
practice, or an experiment with new methods. What would you like to know more

about that would help with your practice?

2 List areas of research that you think are most pressing for the institution or organisation
in which you practice. What would make the most difference in terms of progress
toward goals? (e.g. a breakthrough in improving completion rates, a more cost-effective
tutoring system, an increase in the number of satisfied students who recommend the

institution to others; availability of data on employment of graduates).

3 Score your list of areas on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 high and 10 low, on each of the
following criteria:
e your own interests
e possibility for improving your practice
e making a positive difference to the institution

e and contribution to practice in the larger context of distance education.

If you want to be more precise, you can weight each of the criteria according to which you

think is most important.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B
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Study tip

Rewrite your list of areas for investigation in the order in which you
ranked them. As you review these, make note of any thoughts you have
about specific questions to be answered. Keep the list for future
reference.

Defining research and evaluation in relation
to tutoring and learner support

Pure versus applied research

There are many different types of research that that can be used to explore
questions in learner support. One of the most common ways to classify
research is to use the two broad categories of basic or pure research and

applied research.

Basic or pure educational research is concerned with gaining a better
understanding of the structures or processes involved in teaching and learning
without necessarily having a particular problem in mind. The influence of this
type of research on change in practice is cumulative in nature (as
understanding grows) and may evolve very slowly. An example of data from
pure research that has had an influence on practice is the increasing
sophistication with which we understand the process of dropout. The most
frequent reason given by students for dropping out (particularly from
retrospective studies that simply asked dropouts the reason for their decision)
is a change in personal circumstances or lack of time. However, we no longer
take this at face value. Through increasingly sophisticated methods of inquiry
and statistical analysis, we have come to understand much better the complex
nature of a student’s decision to dropout. A decision to dropout or persist is
dependent on the interaction among a wide variety of variables related to the
institution, the context, and the individual learner. For example, a student who
has been educationally disadvantaged and lacks academic skills and confidence
might still make a decision to persist if she has good support from family
members and encouragement and practical help from a tutor. The same
student without support systems might well make a decision to dropout.
Hence, when designing support programmes such as orientation for new
students, we now take into account multiple variables regarding the student
and their interactions with their environment and with the institution.

Applied research is also concerned with the structures and processes involved
in teaching and learning but investigations take place in response to specific
challenges or problems faced by practitioners and administrators in a
particular context. The most common types of applied research involve testing
or evaluating the effectiveness of programmes or services or particular

features of these with the goal of collecting information that will aid decision-
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making. Applied research can usually have a much quicker and more direct

impact on practice than basic research.

Robinson (1995) characterises the difference between pure and applied
research as follows:

“Pure” research is primarily concerned with advancing knowledge within a
particular field rather than finding solutions to practical problems. It asks broader
questions at a higher level of generality than applied research, for example “how
do tutors dffect students” approaches to learning?” These kinds of broad questions
apply across different contexts and countries. Applied research asks more specific
questions, about practical problems focusing on particular programmes and
groups (“how did those tutors on that course with that kind of role affect those
students” approaches to learning?”)’ (ibid, p. 5)

Evaluation: A special kind of applied research

Although, as Robinson points out, “There is a broad spectrum of what can
count as research in learner support' (1995, p. 5), generally, investigations into
tutoring and learner support fall into the category of applied research.
Evaluation, which is concerned with making judgements about the value of
programmes, materials, or methods, is a specialised type of applied research
that has particular usefulness for practitioners, and warrants special attention
in this handbook. Evaluation can be classified into four main areas or types of

investigation:

| needs assessment (planning)
2 formative (process)

3 summative (outcome)

4 efficiency (cost-benefit)

Effective evaluation in learner support will include using a combination of
these four types of investigation.

An assessment of needs is critical to effective programme planning and is an
important step in evaluating how well services meet needs as well as
identifying unmet needs. Formative evaluation takes place once a programme
or service is in process and is concerned with whether it is being carried out
as designed (e.g. Are tutors doing what they have been trained to do?), serves
the target population (e.g. Are learners using the tutoring service?), and
operates as expected (e.g. Are regional offices operating as planned?).
Summative or outcome evaluation focuses on the impact of a service or
programme, looking for evidence of both expected and unexpected
outcomes (e.g. Do learners who participate in orientation programmes
behave any differently than those who do not: higher completion rates, higher
levels of satisfaction, higher levels of re-enrolment?). Efficiency or cost-benefit
studies are becoming more common in education, and learner support is no
exception. Questions that these studies address relate to whether funding was
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spent for the intended purpose, and whether outcomes were achieved at a
reasonable cost, especially when compared to other methods of reaching the
same goals (e.g. How do different methods of tutor provision compare in
terms of cost-benefit!). The greatest challenge in these studies is attaching

monetary value to outcomes achieved.

Practitioners usually have immediate needs for knowledge about practice that
require a practical approach to investigation. Atthough results may be
published in a journal, it is just as likely that results will be disseminated
internally to the organisation in the form of a report or discussion paper, or
find their way into practice through materials for staff training (Robinson,
1995) or learner support.

Improving research and evaluation in learner support

The current state of research and evaluation in learner support, characterised
as it is by small-scale studies carried out in specific settings with results that
may only be accessible to a limited audience, has serious limitations and does
not easily lend itself to theory building. However, that being said, over time,
patterns and similarities can emerge from such investigations that provide
valuable insight for practice. This process of building a research and theory
base for learner support will be aided by practitioner attention to the

following:

» Development of baseline student data collection standards.
Ensuring that sufficient student data is collected and recorded in
retrievable form during processes as such admission and registration to
ensure that basic research functions such as demographic comparisons and

longitudinal student performance tracking can be carried out.

» Precise measurement.\Whenever possible, using standardised
measurement tools for variables (e.g. student satisfaction, achievement). If
an in-house measure must be developed, its construction process and
reliability/validity assessment should be identified (we will say more on this

when methodology is discussed in greater detail).

» Generalisability. Often applied studies (e.g. those designed to investigate
aspects of practice) are not easily generalizable beyond the confines of the
setting where they were carried out. However, some attention given to
sampling and other techniques can give better generalisability from a
limited situation to the larger context.

» Research control. Applied studies that investigate effects of certain kinds
of interactions or interventions with students require attention to
techniques to control for extraneous variables that can affect outcomes.
Single variable studies that attempt to account for a change by looking at
only one variable (e.g. a method of tutoring) can result in a simplistic
explanation that cannot account for a complex process such as

improvement in student satisfaction.
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» Replication. One of the most important steps in acquiring understanding
and hence, improving practice is being able to replicate studies in different
contexts. Replication is facilitated by use of standardised measures, carefully
controlling for extraneous variables to the extent possible, and making
results available to others.

» Theory building. A theory, quite simply, is way to organise ideas to
explain behavioural or physical events. The more powerful the theory, the
more events it can explain. In general, learner support research tends to
lack a strong theoretical base whereas research into tutoring often draws
on educational theory. Theories from other disciplines such as psychology,
sociology, and anthropology are often useful sources of theory for
understanding learner behaviour and developing learner support
programmes. Studies that are theory based lend themselves to better
conceptualisation, analysis, and framework building over time. As well, it is
more likely that theory based studies will be replicated and contribute to
the larger body of understanding of practice. For example, Tinto (1975)
developed one of the earliest comprehensive theories of educational
dropout based on Durkheim's (1961) theory of suicide. Many replications
of Tinto's studies have been carried out, and current models of dropout
and programmes to increase student retention are still building on this
early work.

These considerations are not meant to be daunting, but rather to improve
both research and practice through what can be a fairly straightforward
process with checklists along the way to ensure that even the smallest of
studies will be of maximum benefit. As you work through the units in this
handbook, you will see that studies do not have to be complex in design in
order to meet these requirements.

Activity 4 30 mins 7\

—

Defining research and evaluation

Think about the areas for research that you have already identified and choose one area to

explore as follows:

1 State a question that would address this research area from a pure research perspective.
(e.g. What factors are associated with institutional loyalty as measured by intention to

re-enrol and desire to recommend the institution to others?)

2 State two or three questions (possibly representing different studies) that would address
the same research area from an applied research perspective. (e.g. Does institution
initiated contact in the form of early contact by the tutor in the first course contribute to
institutional loyalty? Does use of academic advising services correlate with institutional
loyalty? Are those students who have a greater tendency toward institutional loyalty

more likely to complete a full course of studies over time?)
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3 Think about the results that you might get from studies that addressed the questions that
you have just developed. Answer the following questions: Which study or studies would

most likely yield the most immediate and useful information for your practice?

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

A final comment

Before we leave our discussion of ‘what is research?, we shall take a look at
the ideas of Hadley and Mitchell (1995) on this topic.

Reading @\

—

What is research?

Hadley and Mitchell (1995), writing for practitioners in counselling, offer the following
answer to the question, ‘What is research?”:

‘Any discussion of what research is, whether among researchers or people without research
training, will reveal as many answers to this question as there are people to discuss it.
How, then, is research different from any other sphere of human activity? And how can we
define it?” (p. 3). There are four principles that are usually part of any definition of
research. These help us to think about the unique characteristics of research as a unique
activity:

1 The purpose of the research is to increase knowledge. Researchers seek to increase
knowledge by gathering data to answer questions.

2 Researchers investigate publicly observable verifiable phenomena with procedures that
can be repeated given like conditions.

3 Research questions are formulated carefully so that it is clear what sort of data will
satisfactorily answer them.

4 Research data are collected, analysed, and interpreted systematically to maximise
confidence in the answers they provide. (ibid, p. 8)

They note that ‘Most writers about the scientific method include the four principles we
listed, but some controversy surround a fifth idea: that the questions asked are drawn
systematically from a body of theory, and the answers obtained support, expand, or refine
that body of theory (ibid, p. 9). Although, as noted above, it is important, when
appropriate, to relate research and evaluation to theory, sometimes there are important
questions to be answered for which there is no related theory. Hadley and Smith note that
in practitioner research, questions are often drawn from many sources including ‘theory,
practitioners’ experience, and agencies’ accountability for their service programmes’ (ibid,
p.10).

They focus on the first four principles in their definition of research, saying ‘Using these
ideas as a base, we offer the following definition of research: Research is an activity
conducted to increase knowledge by systematically collecting, analysing, and interpreting
data to answer carefully formulated questions about publicly observed phenomena’ (ibid, p.
4).

They note that practitioners often do research on the unobservable, such as attitudes and
emotions, (e.g. feelings about a particular service, attitudes toward school) but that we use
methods such as attitude surveys to translate the unobservable to the observable.
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Study tip

Looking at research studies with a critical eye is a very good way of
improving your own approach to investigation.

Look through the proceedings from a conference such as those from the
International Council on Distance Education or pick up a journal such as
Open Learning, Distance Education, International Review of Research in
Open and Distance Learning, or Journal of Distance Education.

Find a short article describing a research study and skim it.

Think about the type of research described and how useful it might be
in your setting. Is the study based on a particular theory?

Does it incorporate the principles discussed above?

In what ways might the study be improved if you were replicating it?

Rationale: Why do research and evaluation?

There are a great many reasons why practitioners do not do research and
evaluation, and you are probably aware of most of these! Practitioners are
often on the front line of service to learners, and short of time. Research
requires reflection, an activity that can seem like a frill in the context of
demands for service that are often time sensitive — such as returning calls
from students, marking papers, or providing course choice advice prior to
registration deadlines. Practitioners are often multi-tasking already, covering a
number of different service areas with students. Adding yet another task might
seem like a burden. Practitioners usually work in contexts that are short of
resources: staff, money, technology, and other infrastructure elements are
usually spread thinly. Using resources for research and evaluation can seem
questionable when compared to other shorterterm needs. Practitioners are
often generalists as opposed to specialists, and may not think that they have
the skills or background to do research. In the light of these constraints, how
can we make a sound and convincing argument for the value and necessity of

doing research and evaluation as part of practice!

The most compelling reason for doing research is to gain a deeper
understanding of practice. Research and evaluation contribute meaning and
substance to practice and hence, make it more rewarding. Although it may be
challenging initially to include research and evaluation as a regular part of your

activities, the benefits of doing so are many:

» The need to challenge belief and assumptions. As already
discussed, whether or not they are explicit, practice is based on beliefs,
assumptions, and theories about what impact tutoring and other learner
support activities have on learners, all of which need to be continually
challenged. Data from research and evaluation can provide us with
concrete measures of progress toward goal attainment. For example, if

tutoring is designed to help students develop certain kinds of learning
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skills, should we not evaluate whether this is being accomplished, and
measures of progress toward goal attainment. For example, if tutoring is
designed to help students to what extent does it achieve this?

» Research and evaluation data are valuable to planning and
priority setting. If you have a better sense of which activities have the
greatest positive impact on students, you can use resources (including your
time) more effectively. Information (such as which students are at greatest
risk of dropping out or when the most critical period is for dropout) helps
you to set priorities and plan the timing of interventions.

» Research and evaluation data can help provide a rationale for
resource allocation. There is often a tension between course
development, which contributes to programme and enrolment growth, and
learner support which improves quality of the learning experience. It is
important to be able to quantify the benefits of investing in learner

support, and research data can help you to do this.

» Research and evaluation can provide valuable information
about learner characteristics which will inform development of
appropriate support. Data may also identify students with unmet needs
such as older learners or disabled learners.

» Research and evaluation can inform you about the need for
new competencies among staff or a change in procedures. If a
large number of students report difficulties with a particular structure or
process, it deserves examination.

» Research and evaluation can contribute to better working
relationships within an organisation because they aid understanding and
promote evidence-based practice. Rationale for practice can be better

articulated and supported with accurate information.

» Research and evaluation makes it possible for the practitioner
to contribute to and benefit from advancements in the field
through sharing practice and theory with colleagues. Often, research is
better when done by a team, and being part of team can provide support
for research activities to individual practitioners. Once you start doing
research and evaluation, you will find many ways to collaborate with
colleagues in your own organisation and elsewhere that will build your
curiosity and enthusiasm.You can also consider publishing the results of

you work or presenting them at a workshop or conference.

Activity 5 20 mins 7\

—

Rationale for research and evaluation

This activity will help you to think about why you wish to engage in research.
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1 Think about the reasons why you might engage in research and evaluation. For
example, what information would you like to have about your practice that you do not

currently have, and what would it enable you to do?
2 Write down your most important reasons for doing research.
3 Now think about and write down the some of the barriers to you doing research.

You can come back to this list later as you work through this course, and see if these

factors are still valid, and if so, what you can do to reduce their effect.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Reasons for engaging in research

You might like to compare your response to Activity 5 with the ideas put
forward by Hadley and Mitchell (1995) in this next reading.

Reading @\

—

Why do research?

Hadley and Mitchell (1995) list a number of reasons for practitioners to engage in research
including the ones below. Although they are speaking specifically about counselling
practice, their points are equally applicable to tutoring and other areas of learner support
practice:

» research offers the best available means for counsellors to know which kinds of
interventions are most effective and which do not merit continued use with certain
kinds of clients. Research reduces the likelihood that ineffective interventions will be
continued based on a belief that they might work.

P the experience of serving clients yields ideas for research that are more relevant to
counselling than they would be if developed without this experience.

P conducting research requires counsellors to keep abreast of related literature more than
practice alone does; this knowledge benefits both research and practice.

P a counsellor who conducts research can put the findings immediately into practice;
research reports written by others often reach readers after a long delay.

P conducting research encourages counsellors to think rigorously. In turn, such thinking ...
encourages counsellors to conduct service activities so that their results are clearly
demonstrable.

P being skilled at conducting research helps counsellors make good decisions about
whether existing knowledge is sufficient for the tasks at hand or whether new research
needs to be carried out.

» conducting research and publishing in the professional literature expands opportunities
for two-way communication with other scientist-practitioners, thus enriching the
professional knowledge base of all participants in the counselor’s network.

P discovering new knowledge is fun. It is exhilarating to have an idea for a new way to
work with clients, test it out, and see the data confirm its validity. Further, researchers
are often fascinated when unanticipated features are discovered in the data, such as
cultural or gender differences. This exhilaration and fascination energise both research
and counselling activities (ibid, pp. 6-7).
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Research and evaluation methods

There are many different ways of doing research. In the next unit you will consider how to choose a method
that best fits your research question and the type of data that you would like to collect. Here we will discuss

research methods in more general terms.
It is helpful to start by thinking about the purpose of your investigation by asking questions:
» Do you want to better understand a particular process such as motivation?

» Do you want to know whether to invest in face-to-face tutorials as an adjunct to written

communication between learner and tutor?

» Would you like to know more about who your learners are and how they

experience interaction with your institution or organisation?

P Are you anxious to find out what students think about the new
orientation programme that you are planning for this new term?

» Would you like to be better able to articulate the impact of tutoring on

learning outcomes?
» Hadley and Mitchell talk about the ‘mission’ of a research project:

‘A project’s mission contains more than its research questions. ... We introduce
the mission concept to emphasise the fact that every project has not only one or
more questions the researcher is seeking to answer but also reasons (usually
several) why answers to these questions are being sought. These reasons and the
research questions together make up the project’s mission, and will help
determine the most appropriate method of investigation.” (1995, p.17)

Study tip

Keep the results of your activities (diagrams, lists, notes) together in a
binder. Use page tabs to keep them organised and easy to access. Revisit
these pages on a regular basis to reflect on your thoughts as you
progress through the course.

Purpose of research and evaluation

To simplify, you might begin by thinking about research and evaluation as
having two basic purposes:

| description, and

2 exploration of the relationship between or among variables.
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A variable is a characteristic (e.g. of people, environments, physical Variable
objects, behaviour; tasks) that can be categorised or measured. Examples A varklbie & g damdeiic
include gender, age, teaching method, geographical location, or amount of  that can be categorised or

time spent studying. measured such as gender,
age, teaching method,
Some variables are theoretical constructs such as intelligence or social geographical location, or

support. We cannot necessarily directly observe these but have developed amount of time spent

ways to measure them. studying.

Description

Sometimes we want to be able to better describe a group, a process, an
institution or other educational phenomena by using one or more variables to
categorising it. For example, we might want to find out how many open
universities have special needs programmes for disabled students and what
services are offered by these. Or we might want to be able to categorise our
learners by age, gender; income, geographical location, and previous
educational level achieved.

Relationship between variables

In investigating relationships, we are usually concerned with seeing what effect
manipulating a particular variable (such as an aspect of teaching) might have
on another variable (such as course completions). For example, we might
want to know the effect on course completions of adding an interactive radio
programme to a course. In this case, we choose a group (sample) and then
see if their response to a variable (course completion) is correlated with their

response to another variable (interactive radio).

Sometimes an exploratory study to improve description is a good first step
before investigating the relationship among variables. For example, you may
want to know more about your learners’ characteristics (e.g. Is there any
pattern that tells you about which ones are more likely to complete courses?
What are students’ expectations when they start to study? VWhat factors do
they perceive as contributing to or detracting from their satisfaction and
success? What are their opinions of their current experience with your
institution?). On the other hand, you may already have this kind of information,
and are anxious to either experiment with some new practices or evaluate
current ones. Whether the purpose of the investigation is description or
exploration of relationships, there are choices to be made about methods of

inquiry.

Quantitative and qualitative research

Research methodology is usually categorised into two broad types of inquiry:
qualitative and quantitative. It is important to discuss these in relation to
the purpose of the investigation and the type of data required. Qualitative
research tends to be concerned with exploring phenomena through getting
accurate descriptions, defining variables more clearly, trying to understand
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experience, and looking for meaning. Quantitative research is concerned with
categorization and accurate measurement of pre-specified and clearly defined

variables.

For example, a qualitative approach to better understanding a tutor's
experience of working with learners might involve in-depth interviews with a
few tutors, recording exactly what they say, and then looking for patterns of
similarity which emerge from what they tell you. A quantitative approach
might consist of a short survey of many tutors that asks them to endorse
specific statements that match their experience. Their responses can then be
quantified in terms of frequency of endorsed statements (e.g. 46% of tutors
say that...). Both types of study have the potential to yield useful information.

Qualitative research

The qualitative study will tend to yield a rich set of data (the scripts of the Qualitative research

interviews), and being a verbatim account, it will accurately (albeit

subjectively) reflect the experience of the particular tutors interviewed. As ~ Tends to be concerned with

such, the qualitative approach is often said to have greater validity thana ~ €XPloring phenomena

o o th h getting ¢ t
quantitative method, that is, it addresses what the study purports to roufg ,ge e %C?ura ©
. . o descriptions, defining
address: the experience of these particular tutors. The qualitative .
variables more clearly,

approach generally relies less on strict design and structure than the trying to understand

quantitative approach, and is less concerned with reliability and experience, and looking for

generalisability and more concerned with gaining depth of understanding meaning.

of the phenomena being studied.

The researcher may to some extent ‘quantify’ the data by searching for
patterns and themes in the tutors’ experience, and in this sense, these
methods are heavily reliant on the researcher to find and articulate the

meaning in the data.

Quantitative research

The quantitative approach (in this example, the survey of a large number Quantitative research

of tutors), with its structured design and large sample can yield a great
) 8 8 P 7 g Is concerned with

deal of useful information and is relatively easy to carry out. The collected
data are not difficult to analyse (usually a matter of counting and
calculating), and unlike qualitative research, this type of study relies less on

categorization and accurate
measurement of pre-
specified and clearly defined

the researcher’s ability to interpret the results (has greater objectivity). variables.

Further, the quantitative study, with its strict protocols is more easily
replicated. In other words, given like circumstances, the same survey is more
likely to yield similar results at another time and place (have greater reliability)
than the in-depth interviews. However, the gain in objectivity and reliability
comes with a loss of nuance and personal meaning. The information gained
from the quantitative method is more of a broad brush approach as opposed
to the detailed painting of the qualitative approach. For example, from the
survey, we might find out what percentage of tutors believe they need further
training, but not what it is like to tutor if you feel unsure of your skills.
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Quallitative versus guantitative

There are advantages and disadvantages to both approaches to research.
Hence, both qualitative and quantitative data are often collected as part of the
same study. For example, in student satisfaction surveys, ratings are usually
collected on specified variables such as course materials, contact with tuton
etc. The addition of some open-ended questions can help explain and add
meaning to the numerical ratings. Similarly, follow-up interviews with subjects
who have participated in a programme evaluation or an experimental study
can be used to collect descriptive information that gives depth and aids
understanding of the quantitative data.

The purpose of your study will be the main determinate of the methods you
use. As noted above, it is sometimes important to do a preliminary
investigation that yields descriptive information. Sometimes there is not
enough information about a particular phenomenon to proceed to a
quantitative study. An exploratory study using qualitative methods can be an
important step toward identification of variables and possibly relationships
among variables to be investigated in a subsequent study. In the example
above, the in-depth interviews with tutors might turn up a pattern of concern
about lack of training, a reluctance to take on a personal counselling role, or
dissatisfaction with not being able to adapt course materials to local contexts.

Within the broad categories of qualitative and quantitative research, there are
many specific methods that can be employed to examine learner support

issues. These include experiments, various types of observation, gathering data
through surveys or interviews, and comparison studies. These will be touched

upon in the next unit, as will the factors that will influence your choices.

Activity 6 20 mins 7\

—

Purpose of research

Return to the notes you made about areas for investigation in your work setting, and the
research questions you wrote. Think about these in terms of ‘a research mission’. Choose a

particular area for investigation to use in this activity.

1 List the reasons for investigating this area of your work. Try to state these as clearly as
possible. (e.g. My institution needs to improve..., My institution needs to make a

decision about..., I need to better understand....so that I can...)

2 Review the research questions that you wrote down earlier and think about whether

these will give you the information you seek.
3 Write any additional questions that occur to you now.

4 Think about whether you might want to take a quantitative or qualitative approach to
the research, or perhaps a combination of the two. What is the nature of the

information you are seeking and what kind of approach is most likely to yield this kind
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of data? Do you need to start with some exploratory research to better understand and

define the area of investigation?

5 Write down what approach you think is most appropriate for your investigation, and if
you have some ideas about specific methods of inquiry (e.g. survey, experiment,

programme evaluation), make a note of these.
6 Explain why you think the approach you have identified is most appropriate.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Readings on qualitative and quantitative research

The following readings offer some further thoughts on the nature of
qualitative research.

Reading @\

—

Qualitative and quantitative research
Hadley and Mitchell offer the following description of qualitative research:

‘The core idea of qualitative research is that projects do not need to collect data in
numerical form or use quantities or numbers to analyse the data. ... As a descriptor for
research, qualitative represents a matter of emphasis rather than a separate and distinct
category. Ideas and methods have been drawn from anthropology (ethnographic field
methods), sociology (participant observation), and phenomenology (studying people’s
verbal reports of internal experience). Many case studies are qualitative nature. ..., we offer
the following descriptions of qualitative research. We emphasise that these are typical
features, which are not present in every instance.

Qualitative research missions:

P are descriptive

P are exploratory

P> concern people’s internal experiences

P include general rather than specific research questions, and

P are vague at first and evolve as data are collected and analysed.” (1995, ibid, p. 49)
Coolican discusses quantification and qualitative experience as follows:

‘Quantification means to measure on some numerical basis, if only frequency. Whenever
we count or categorise, we quantify. Separating people according to astrological sign is
quantification. So is giving a grade to an essay.

A qualitative approach, by contrast, emphasises meaning, experiences (often verbally
described), descriptions and so on. Raw data will exactly what people have said (in
interview or recorded conversation) or a description of what has been observed. Qualitative
data can be later quantified to some extent but a ‘qualitative approach’ tends to value the
data as qualitative.

It is rather like the difference between counting the shapes and colours of a pile of sweets
as against feeling them, playing with them, eating them. Or counting sunsets rather than
appreciating them. The difference between each one may be somehow quantifiable but
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such measurements will not convey the importance and the special impact of some over

others.” (1990, p. 37)

Current state of the field

There is a growing body of literature in learner support in distance education
that is quite helpful to the practitioner; particularly in gaining a better
understanding of the field, its history and evolution, current practice in
different parts of the world, and challenges. However, this literature is largely
descriptive in nature, and is not based on a sustained and organised body of
research. With the exception of research concerning dropout and retention,
published research studies addressing learner support tend to be one time
efforts aimed at a very specific situation in a particular context. These types of
studies make a contribution to understanding and practice, but can quickly
become dated or lost altogether when they are not replicated or used as a

basis for further investigation.

As noted earlier, there are a number of reasons, most notably time pressure,
why practitioners may find it difficult to regularly engage in research. In
addition, the field itself offers a number of challenges to carrying out research.
Robinson, writing in 1995, describes some of these. She notes the difficulties
of applying research from one context to another when learner support by its
nature is context bound.

Study tip @

Make notes on any words and concepts that are new to you (e.g.
qualitative, quantitative, variable).

Compare the definitions given here with those in other texts.

Write down definitions in your own words, and using this method, keep
a running list of definitions to which you can refer as you work through
the course.

To help you with this task, there is a list of key concepts and words
towards the end of the unit.

How and which services are offered is dependent upon local conditions.
Further, generalization is made difficult because of diversity in staff roles (tutor
may mean quite a different thing from one context to the next), learner
characteristics, and distance education settings.

Robinson (1995) makes the point that the literature does not necessarily
reflect the diversity within distance education. Rather, most of it has been
carried out with adult students studying at the post-secondary level in more
developed countries. She also notes the difficulty of reconciling the needs to
address pressing local issues with a broader research agenda for the field of
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learner support. She concludes that there is much to be improved in learner
support research including ‘stronger conceptualisation, more repeated testing
of concepts and the creation of organising frameworks or theories’ (p. 229).
Robinson (1995) acknowledges the need and worth of continuing to carry
our research on learner support, albeit within the constraints she identifies.

Although there is no recent comprehensive review of research on learner
support, one might suspect that the state of the field has improved a little
since the publication of Robinson’s article. A major factor in this is technology,
and the very positive impact it has had on our ability to gather data and share
it. There is the potential to have much better student record systems, analyse
data more easily, and gain access to sources of research such as online
journals. Another factor is the growing recognition of learner support as
essential to learner retention and quality of the learning experience. Learner
support is now seen as not only a legitimate, but a very necessary part of
distance education practice regardless of the mode of interaction with
students. As such, it requires sustained research and evaluation activity in order
to continually test assumptions and theories, and to measure the effectiveness
of practice.

Activity 7 60 mins / 6>

Overcoming challenges in learner support research and evaluation

1 Use the resource Robinson 1995 for this activity.
2 Summarise the challenges in doing learner support research that Robinson identifies.

3 Reflect on how Robinson’s description relates to your context. Are there challenges that

do not apply? Are there additional challenges in your setting? If so, what are these?

4 Think about what might be done in your work setting to encourage research and
evaluation. What are steps that could be taken to encourage participation? (e.g. set aside

some time each month to discuss research issues and outcomes with colleagues)

5 Do you have a goal of collaborating on research with a colleague from another
institution, presenting work at a conference, or publishing a paper? If so, write down

what you would like to do and when you would like to do it.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Study tip

In preparation for the Unit 1 Project, review all the activity notes you
have made, and organise them so that they are easy to use. If there are
recurring thoughts that you have as you work on the course, add these
to your notes. For example, these might be anticipated challenges, or
ideas for research questions.
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Study tip

Review the list of key concepts and words below, to ensure that you
have a good grasp of the meaning of each. If you find one or two that
you are not sure about, return to the part of the text where these were
introduced, and see if the definition provided helps. You might also
want to consult other reference books on research to review additional
definitions.

Unit summary

This first unit introduced you to the process of setting out a research mission:
identifying areas for investigation, research questions, and the purpose of study.
Different types of research were considered, as well as motivations and
challenges for the practitioner-researcher. Finally, the current state of research
in learner support was addressed. Key concepts introduced include:

» definitions of tutoring and learner support
P research as a unique activity

» pure or basic research

applied research

evaluation

needs assessment

formative evaluation

summative evaluation

efficiency (cost-benefit) evaluation
qualitative approach

quantitative approach

theory

validity

reliability

replication

generalisability

sample

vV vV vV vV vV Y V. V. Y VvV Vv VvV v Vv Y

variable.
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Project task "‘

Identifying areas needing investigation

Identify three areas for investigation of learner support in your organisation. For each of

these three areas:

1 Define the terms involved.

2 Write a question or questions to be answered by the investigation.

3 Provide a rationale for why these three areas are priorities for research or evaluation.

For example, if you think tutor training is an area that needs investigation, you will want to

do the following:

Define tutoring and tutor training, and other terms used in the study. (e.g. student

satisfaction, learning outcomes).

Clarify what it is you want to know more about. (e.g. Does tutor training result in a change
in behaviour of tutors? Does tutor training have a positive effect on student satisfaction and

learning outcomes such as persistence in courses?)

Identify reasons why this research is important. For example, you may want to justify the
heavy investment in tutor training, and/or test the underlying assumptions of providing
tutor training such as: ‘training tutors affects their behaviour in a positive way’, ‘trained
tutors result in greater student satisfaction’, and ‘learners are more likely to complete

courses if their tutors are trained’.

References for Unit 1

Brindley, J. 1995 ‘Learners and learner services: the key to the future in
distance education’in E. Keough and J. Roberts (eds.) Why the information
highway; lessons from open and distance learning, Toronto: Trifolium Books Inc

Brindley, J. 2003 ‘Learner support: the key to quality learning environments’
paper presented to Tripartite International Workshop on Student Support,
Bangalore 12th June, sponsored by Commonwealth of Learning (COL), Indira
Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) and Karnataka State Open
University (KSOU)

Coolican, H. 1990 Research methods and statistics in psychology, London:
Hodder and Stoughton

Durkheim, W. 1961 Suicide, Glencoe: The Free Press

Hadley, R. and Mitchell, L. 1995 Counseling research and programme evaluation,
Pacific Grove: Brooks/Cole Publishing Company
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Lentell, H. 2003 ‘The importance of the tutor in open and distance learning’ in
A Tait and R. Mills (eds.) Rethinking learner support in distance education,
London: Routledge Falmer

Robinson, B. 1995 ‘Research and pragmatism in learner support’ in F.
Lockwood (ed.) Open and distance learning today, London: Routledge

Sewart, D. 1993 ‘Student support system in distance education’ Open Learning
8,3:3-12

Simpson, O. 2002 Supporting students in online, open and distance learning (2nd
edition), London: Kogan Page

Sweet, R 1993 ‘Student support services: direction for change' in R. Sweet
(ed.) Perspectives on distance education series: student support series: towards
more responsive systems,Vancouver: Commonwealth of Learning

Tait, A. 2000 ‘Planning student support for open and distance learning’ Open
Learning 15, 3:287-299

Thorpe, M. 2003 ‘Collaborative on-line learning: transforming learner support
and course design’in A. Tait and R Mills (eds.) Rethinking learners support in
distance education, London: Routledge Falmer

Tinto,V. 1975 ‘Dropout from higher education: a theoretical synthesis of recent

research’ Review of Educational Research 45, 1:89-125

Feedback to selected activities g

Feedback to Activity 1

There are no right or wrong answers in this activity. Its purpose is to give you

an opportunity to pause from your regular work with students, and reflect on
what you do and why you do it. Most research and evaluation questions in
education flow from the necessity to test assumptions about learner
behaviour, (e.g. Have we made the right assumptions about what contributes
to student dropout?) or from questions about our practice, (e.g. If the tutor
makes contact with the student early in the course, will the student be more
likely to complete than if we wait until the student makes contact?) Hence,
the starting point for effective research and evaluation is a deeper
understanding of the assumptions and beliefs upon which our practice is
based.

Feedback to Activity 2

We picked out the main concepts as follows:

» Responsive — to individuals and groups — through learner support. The
learning process is personalised and humanised, as compared to. items that
are more fixed such as a course syllabus or packaged material.
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» Interactive — interaction can be between students (facilitated by the
tutor/support person) or between student(s) and tutor/support person.

» Context specific — learner support exists to further the goals of a
particular institution and serve the needs of their clientele within a specific
context.

» Contributes to learning and development of the learner —
learner support is intended to facilitate learning within courses, and at the
same time, to help the student develop personally and as an increasingly
skilled learner.

» Open to change — concepts and practices in learner support have
evolved and continue to evolve in order to fulfil the goal of
responsiveness, e.g. to new learner populations, developments in education,
economic conditions, technological advances, and of course, research
findings!

Thorpe's thoughtful definition is helpful in conceptualising learner support in a
flexible way that incorporates these key concepts, can be applied in any
context, and is adaptable to changing times. Whether interaction with students
is online or through other modes, the goal of learner support is personalise
and humanise the educational experience — to help make it relevant to the
individual or a specific group of individuals in order to facilitate their learning

and help them develop as persons and learners.

Feedback to Activity 3

As with the previous activity, there are no right or wrong answers. The
priorities for research will be contextually bound. What you should see
emerging is an agenda for research and evaluation that is specific to your
context, in line with your interests and appropriate to your institution or

organisation.

Feedback to Activity 4

Usually, an applied study directed toward a specific problem to be solved will
yield the most immediate and useful information, and this is why applied
research is most commonly employed to investigate the kinds of practical
issues faced in the practice of tutoring and learner support. However,
exploratory studies designed to better understand such phenomena as
institutional loyalty can also be of practical use, and may form the basis for

more specific lines of inquiry.

Feedback to Activity 5

If you have not regularly carried out research or evaluation as a part of
practice, getting started will be the most challenging step. Reflecting on what
research and evaluation data might allow you to do that you are not currently
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doing will help you get started. Once you have put one evaluation or research
project into place, it is most likely that you will want to continue.

Feedback to Activity 6

Adults constantly encounter situations which require new information and
skills, both in their personal and professional lives. We are engaged in learning
projects as a matter of course, often without realizing it. For example, you
might get a new camera, take on supervisory duties, have a first child, decide
to paint your house, acquire new computer software, or take music lessons.
We approach these tasks as part of our everyday lives. Starting to do
research is no different. Once you begin to narrow down what areas you
would like to investigate, and how you might like to investigate them, your
next step is to acquire the knowledge and skills to proceed. This course is
intended to help you do just that.

Feedback to Activity 7

As noted by Robinson (1995), there are many ways in which research and
evaluation in learner support can be improved. However, as she also
acknowledges, small contextually-based studies form valuable contributions to
our knowledge base.Your efforts in exploring and evaluating various aspects
of your work are as important to other practitioners as they are to you. It is
hoped that your participation in the course will enhance both your
enthusiasm for research and your ability to plan and carry out investigations in

your field of endeavour.
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Steps in researching and
evaluating learner support

Unit overview

In this unit, you will work through the steps of planning and implementing a
research project. The term research is used in the broadest sense here,
including all types of investigations as discussed in Unit |. Regardless of
whether you are investigating an issue in an exploratory way, experimenting
with a new service or delivery method, or evaluating a programme or service
that has been in operation for some time, the steps you will follow are very
similar: Although you emphasise different areas to suit the purpose of your
study, you will follow the same path. Careful planning will give you the best
opportunity to get the research results that you need in the most clear and

accurate way.

The first step in the process is to clarify your research question and then
choose an appropriate method of investigation based on both the purpose of
your inquiry and any practical considerations imposed by context.You can
then begin to plan each step of the project, involving any other staff who will
be involved so that they can help you anticipate any problems in the design
and find ways to overcome these.Your design and implementation plan will be
refined as you collect information from a variety of sources, including a
thorough review of related literature. After you have worked out the details
of the design and resource requirements for your project, you can move to
the implementation phase, collect, analyse, and interpret your data, report

your findings, and if appropriate, disseminate them.

The steps in research are sequential, each dependent on the effectiveness of
the preceding ones. There are times when you might cycle back through the
steps. For example, you might find something out during the information-
gathering phase that leads you to refine your question further, and modify
your design.You should, though, try to find as many faults as possible during
the planning phase and correct these before you embark on the project so
that when you reach the reporting stage, you have the information you set
out to discover.

Learning outcomes
When you have worked through this unit, you should be able to:

| Define a research question.
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2 Choose an appropriate method of inquiry and data gathering strategies.
3 Plan the steps involved in the implementation of your research project.

4 Gather background information through literature review, consultation with
key informants, and checking for existing data.

5 Analyse data and interpret findings.

6 Report and disseminate research results.

Defining your research question

During the last unit, you considered areas of your work that you would like to
investigate, and you identified a research mission: a question to pursue and the
reasons why it is important. In this unit, you will take this a step further,
starting with defining and refining your research question and carefully
reflecting on the intended use of the findings. It is important to formulate your
research question in such a way that it directs and anchors your investigation.

For example, you might want to find out about the effectiveness of early
intervention strategies by tutors to prevent students dropping out of their first
course. The first step is to think carefully about this research question by
considering how you will use the results. If you find that the intervention
strategies you investigate appear to make a positive difference, what will you
do with that information? Can these strategies be implemented? If you plan to
work with some colleagues on this question, you will need to discuss the
question and intended outcomes. Once you have agreed on what might be
most helpful to students and what you can reasonably implement, you can
refine your question and state the intended purpose, that is, what you hope to
be able to do with the findings.

Perhaps you agree to try an intervention that includes two or three specific
strategies. You decide to add a simple assignment that would be completed
within two weeks of enrolment to help students assess their readiness for
study. The assignment asks them to complete a questionnaire about factors
such as time available, family support for their studies, current amount of time
spent reading, and so on.There might be a timetabling exercise to help them
to plan their study times during the week, balancing these with work and
other activities. Tutors would give encouraging feedback on this assignment
and provide some specific strategies for how to approach the course with the

returned assignment. The research questions might be:

» Does raising student awareness of factors related to completion early in a
first ODL. course improve completion and retention rates?

» Does supportive contact with a tutor early in a first ODL. course improve
completion and retention rates?
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The intended use of the findings might be:

» to find out whether this type of intervention strategy has a positive impact
on student retention

» to implement the intervention strategy if it has the desired effect

to find ways to improve and streamline the strategy so that it has

maximum effectiveness and does not add considerably to tutor workload

» to use the findings to apply for a grant to further investigate early
intervention strategies

» to report the findings at an forthcoming national conference on distance
teaching strategies.

You can see that the intended ways in which the findings will be used are
integral to refining the questions. The questions must be asked in such a way
as to get the data needed for the intended use.

Activity 1 60 mins 7\

—

Defining your research question

1 Review the project that you completed at the end of Unit 1. Choose one of the areas for
investigation that you identified as the one to work with in this unit and review the

question(s) you wrote and the rationale for the research.

2 Using the example given above, refine your research questions, being clear about

exactly what you want to know.

3 Write down the ways in which you would like to apply and/or use the findings from
this investigation.
4 Check your questions against the uses, and see if the questions need further expansion

or refinement.

5 Choose one or more colleagues (at your institution or another) who have an interest in
this area and get their feedback on what you have formulated. Incorporate any useful

ideas.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B
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Choosing a method of inquiry and strategies
for data gathering

There are many different approaches and strategies that can be used for
educational investigations. In the previous exercise, you identified your
research questions, and the intended use of your data. Next, you will consider
the best way to get answers to your questions, and plan your design. If we
continue with the example of the early intervention strategy by tutors, you
will see that the design of the research project starts to take shape as you
formulate your questions. There was obviously a concern about learners
leaving courses early, and the questions that were formulated seek data about
whether an early intervention strategy might have a positive effect in reducing
this problem. Hence, in order to find the answers to the questions as worded,
an intervention strategy has to be devised and tried, and the results compared
to not using the strategy. However, consideration of the dropout issue might
have led in other directions. For example, the researcher might have reflected
on the problem of early dropout, and formulated questions to try to better

understand why learners were leaving courses.

Study tip

Someone who does not have a background in your practice can be
helpful in asking naive but practical questions that will help you to
clarify your thinking.

Try explaining to a friend or family member what you want to find out
and how you plan to use the information.

Get them to ask you questions about it.

Incorporate any useful ideas into your questions.

Instead of testing an intervention, the inquiry might have involved getting
groups of learners together very early in their first course to talk about what
enhances their motivation and what barriers they experience. The purpose of
this research would be to better understand the experience of the learner
early in their first course and see if there are any identifiable patterns that
might lead to a decision to dropout.

You can see from these two examples that the purpose of the research,
formulation of the research questions, and choice of method of inquiry are
very closely linked. The most important consideration for you is whether your
questions and your method of inquiry will get the information you need in
order to meet your goals. For example, do you want to understand and
better describe a phenomenon such as dropout; do you want to test a new
intervention for effectiveness in reducing dropout; or do you want to evaluate
a current practice to see if it is accomplishing what it is intended to do?

In the first unit of this course, you read about qualitative and quantitative
research and did some preliminary thinking about what might be most
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appropriate for the areas that you want to research.You were also introduced
to the concepts of variables, measurement of variables, description of
variables, and exploring relationships among variables. Now that you have
clarified a particular research mission and questions, you can see whether
qualitative, quantitative, or a combination is most appropriate. In order to do
this, you need to:

» think about the activities involved in your project (e.g. describing,

comparing, evaluating, testing)
» clearly define the variables to be studied
plan how to measure them

identify what data will be collected by what methods (e.g. surveys,
interviews, focus groups, existing data bases).

This will lead you to a more specific set of questions that clearly reflect these
activities. Returning to the example of the early intervention strategy, the
following questions illustrate this point:

» What percentage of students complete the new assignment, and how
does this compare to the completion of first assignments in other courses?

» What percentage of students complete the courses using the new
strategy, and how does this compare to the completion of other courses?

» What percentage of those students who complete the courses using the
new strategy then register in a subsequent course, and how does that
compare to subsequent registrations by students who complete other
courses!

» What do students say when asked directly about the impact of the new
strategy on their self-awareness regarding readiness and their level of
motivation?

» What do tutors say about using the new strategy in terms of impact on
students and impact on their workload?

From these questions, it is easy to pick out the variables being studied and the
methods and strategies to be employed in the research. The following might
be a summary description of the design. Key descriptors of the design are in
bold text:

Reading @\

—

An early intervention strategy will be tested by comparing a group receiving the
intervention with a control group (no intervention) matched on key factors (age,
geographical location, gender, and previous educational experience) and of first-time
distance education students in an undergraduate post-secondary course on the
following quantifiable variables: completion of courses, re-registration in a subsequent
course, student satisfaction. The variable of student satisfaction will be measured with
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an existing standardised |10-item scale. The groups will also be compared on their
responses to a survey questionnaire that will address the variable of perception of
readiness for distance study. This questionnaire will be developed by the researcher/
research team. Comparison data from the two groups will be analysed using SPSS
software (a statistical software package). Qualitative information will be collected about
the variables of student and tutor reaction to the strategy. As well as structured questions
asking students to rate themselves on a five-point scale addressing readiness, there will
be some open-ended questions on the survey inviting more qualitative responses. For
example, students will be asked if there is anything that they knew about distance study at
the end of the course that they wished they had known at the beginning. Tutors will
participate in structured interviews that will also include some open-ended questions.
The interviews with tutors will focus on two variables: tutors’ perception of the impact
of the strategy on students and impact on their workload. No pre-existing framework
will be used to analyse responses to the open-ended questions. Rather, these will be
examined by raters looking for common experiences, and these common experiences, if
present, will be grouped into like categories.

In this sample description, the main methodology is an experimental design,
that is, a comparison of a group that receives an intervention with one that
does not. The groups are chosen at random from a larger population of first-
time distance learners in an undergraduate post-secondary course but
matched on some key factors that have been identified as possibly making a
difference to course completion. Both qualitative and quantitative information
will be collected through the use of a variety of methods including tracking
student progress, surveying participants, and a structured interview with
tutors. A variety of measures will be employed, including a standardised scale
(student satisfaction), a scale developed specifically for the study (readiness for
distance study), and counting of outcomes (course completions, re-
registration). The quantitative data obtained from these measures will be
analysed with a statistical software package. In addition, a method for analysis
of responses to open-ended questions will be devised and employed in order
to look for patterns of commonality in the responses.You should be able to
begin to see that the design of the study involves thinking ahead to the kind
of information you need. In order to ensure that you meet your objectives,
you must identify appropriate methods of inquiry, the population and sample
to be drawn, variables to be studied, types of measurement and/or

description, and approaches to analysis of data.

If your research questions do not lead naturally to a particular method of
inquiry and you feel that you do not have enough background to make
decisions about method of inquiry, you may want to gather some information
before proceeding further: It may be helpful to skip ahead in this course to
the section on literature review, and then come back to your research design
after doing some preliminary reading. There are a number of considerations in
refining your design. Practical factors such as staff time and other required
resources will be discussed in the next section. However, first you want to
consider what methodology is a best fit with the nature of your research

questions.
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Activity 2 30 mins %
—

Choosing a method of inquiry

You can now take your research mission and questions a step further by choosing the

method of inquiry to be used.

1 Look back at the last activity, and review your research questions and rationale for the

investigation.

2 Write a summary description similar to the example provided above, clearly identifying
your main methodology, the variables to be studied, the way in which you will measure
or obtain descriptions, and how you will analyse your data. Do not be concerned with

using technical language. Rather, describe what you want to do in your own words.

3 As in the example above, highlight the key words in your description — the action
words such as describe, compare or test, the specific variables to be examined, and

the strategies and tools you will employ.

4 Share the description with the colleagues with whom you have been discussing your

research interests and ask for feedback and suggestions. Incorporate any new ideas.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Planning and implementing the
research project

Your choice of methods will be affected by contextual factors as well as by
the questions you pose. It is important to consider what is practical and
possible in your situation. For example, you will want to evaluate the time you
and others have for the project, how quickly you need the information you
are seeking, the expertise of those who will help you, whether you will need
to train staff (e.g. in interview techniques), what language(s) you will need to
use and whether this will require the translation of materials or hiring extra
staff to do interviews, what extra resources might be required (e.g. paper,
postage, printing, extra staff for data input), what technology you might have
available for data collection and analysis (computer software), and what

existing information you have as a starting point (e.g. learner database).

Study tip @

Try to find someone with research experience to give you some
feedback on your design.

The more input you have at this stage, the better.
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The first step in planning a research project is to carefully identify:
P all the tasks that it contains

» how long each task will take

» the order in which the tasks need to be done.

From this you can develop timelines, which describe each phase in enough

detail so that you can see what will be involved.

In this way, you can evaluate feasibility of the plan, and anticipate any
difficulties. A first draft of a plan for the early intervention strategy might look
something like Figure |, and would be continually revised with greater detail as
the information becomes available.
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February - March

Gather background information: literature review; consultation; checking
existing student information for baseline data on completions, re-registration
statistics, and student characteristics.

April Finalise plan and resources required (will require decision about the number
of students, tutors, courses to be involved; finalise measures to be used; data
collection and analysis methods).

May - June Develop intervention strategy (assignment, instructions and training for
tutors); develop questionnaires for interviews.

June Obtain any approvals necessary (e.g. Ethics Committee if applicable).

June - July Choose courses that will incorporate the intervention; pilot test strategy with
small group of tutors and potential learners; make any revisions to materials;
print final version of assignment and instructions for tutors/staff.

July - Aug Tutor and staff training (inclusion of intervention strategy in course packages,

how to give feedback, answering student questions, data gathering and
recording).

Sept - November

Include intervention strategy with chosen courses; tutors give feedback as per
training.

Sept - December

Track students who are part of the project and a comparable group of
students who do not have the intervention strategy.

November - December

Interview/survey a sample of students and tutors who took participated in
the project (including some students who did not complete their courses).

January

Analyse and interpret data.

February - March

Prepare report on results including recommendations for further action;
disseminate results.

March Presentation of results to administration; decisions about further development
and full implementation.

March - April Prepare conference presentation; prepare grant proposal for further research.

May Conference presentation.

June - July Revisions to intervention strategy; tutor and staff training; development of
evaluation plan; consideration of wider publication of findings.

September Full implementation of early intervention strategy for all students.

December - January

Evaluation: further revision.

Evaluate the appropriateness of your methods, etc

As you develop your plan, you will be able to evaluate the appropriateness of
your choice of methods and strategies for data collection. For example, if your
students and tutors are widely dispersed, it may not be possible to interview
them all. A survey using a questionnaire may be a better choice.You will also
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see how much of your own time will be taken up by the project, and whether

you need to scale down or include more staff in helping you.

Setting out the plan in detail also gives you the opportunity to evaluate the
appropriateness and feasibility of the method (in this case, an experiment
comparing groups) and measures you have chosen (completion rates, re-
registration rates) for your inquiry. Another important step is to review and
evaluate the adequacy of existing student record information. Some
educational providers keep student information in such a way that it can be
easily accessed by some but not others.

The basic characteristics of the students

Do you know the existing completion rates for courses! How difficult is it to
get this information? If information is not available, is it possible for you to
collect data so that you have information about student characteristics,
completion rates, and re-registration rates for those students who participate
in the study as well as for a comparable sample? In other words, when the
project is complete, will you be able to describe the basic characteristics of
the students who participated (gender, age, geographical location, previous
educational experience), and say that they are not different in any significant
way from other students?! You want to make sure that any differences you find
between the groups on your chosen measures (completion rates, re-
registration rates) are most probably due to your intervention and not other
variables.

Ethical considerations

During the planning phase, any ethical considerations should be given attention.
This includes a wide range of issues but the most important ones are:

P putting safeguards in place to maintain confidentiality (e.g. making sure that

no identifying information is attached to interview or questionnaire data)

P ensuring that there are no adverse effects for participants (e.g. including
loss of dignity)

» not withholding information from participants unnecessarily, and
P ensuring that there is no sense of coercion for potential participants.

Many educational providers have an ethics committee that reviews and
approves research proposals. If this is the case in your context, you should
make sure that you allow sufficient time for this process. If there is no ethics
committee, you can consult with other researchers and reference materials
such as ethical guidelines for educational research to ensure that your project
falls within ethical standards.

Another reason for carefully planning and mapping out your project along
specific timelines is that you can then better manage the project during the

implementation phase. The timelines and activities plan will be helpful in
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keeping you on schedule and keeping everyone involved informed. It is
important to keep in mind that problems can occur in the best planned
projects because of unforeseen or changed circumstances. However, if
problems arise, you can more easily get back on track if you have a plan to
work with and revise.

Activity 3 60 mins 7\

Planning and describing your project

Part 1: Review

a Review the questions and reasons for inquiry that you developed in the last activity and

think about how you want to approach the investigation.

b Do you need to explore an issue to better understand it (interview learners, survey

tutors), develop an experiment to test an intervention, or evaluate a current activity?
Part 2: Plan

Once you have a good idea of what you would like to do in order to find answers to your

research questions, do the following:

a  Write down a plan similar to the one in Figure 1. Be only as detailed as you can be at
this stage — you will be gathering information later that will help you to fill in your plan.
Try to be realistic about timelines but keep in mind that these may have to change as
information becomes available. For example, it may be important to consider enrolment

patterns and when sufficient numbers of students will be available for the study.

b As you work through your plan, begin to identify the resources needed and make notes

about these.

¢ Ask your colleagues for feedback on your plan. (If your plan involves the cooperation
of specific staff such as advisors, tutors, or those who put together and distribute course

packages, make sure to include them in your consultation.)
d Revise your plan as appropriate.

e If developing the plan raises specific questions, try to get answers to these. (e.g. What

existing information do we have about students?)

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B>

Reviewing your plan

The following will help you to review your plan.

Hadley and Mitchell (1995, 138-139), in their advice to practitioner-
researchers, suggest that you should be able to answer “Yes' to the following

questions before starting your research project:

P Is each (research) question inherently researchable?
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Is the project technically feasible?
Is the project fiscally and administratively feasible?
Is the project fiscally justifiable?

Is the project legally and ethically feasible?

vV v. v v VY

Is the project consistent with other plans of the researcher and any co-

workers whose help may be required?

» Will the researcher have an appropriate outlet for reporting the project

when it is completed?

» Wil answering the research questions satisfactorily fulfil other aspects of

the project’s mission?

Gathering background information

By now, you will have a very good idea of the area you want to investigate,
how you want to investigate it and when. Before you proceed further; it is
time to learn as much as you can about your area of interest so that your
plan and choices are informed ones. So far, you will have talked with
colleagues but you may now want to consult them (and other staff) more

formally.

In the case of the early intervention strategy, for example, you could bring a
group of tutors together to brainstorm ideas and help you anticipate any
difficulties with your plan.You will also want to gather any existing information
about your students (e.g. age, gender, previous educational experience,
geographical location) that will inform the design of the intervention strategy.
For example, you will want to look at any information you have about
comparison profiles between those who dropout and those who persist to
see if there is any information that might be helpful in designing the

intervention.

One of the most important steps in information gathering for your research
project is to do an extensive review of the relevant literature. In most all
cases, a learning support practitioner chooses to research an area with which
they have some familiarity. Usually they have already read about the topic, as
well as dealing with it in their daily practice. Hence, a review of the literature
just means delving more deeply into the subject and reading purposefully with
regard to the planned project. The following section of the course will help
you to do this.

Doing a literature review

A detailed literature review is usually initiated early in the conception of the
project, and continues well into the planning phase. During the project, a
researcher may continue to go back to the literature as questions arise and as

new information becomes available.
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It will be important to do some reading on both the subject you are
researching and on the design of the project (e.g. how to do interviews and
surveys; carrying out an experiment to test an intervention), including tools to
measure the variables you choose (e.g. student satisfaction scales; attitude
scales) if you are using a design that requires this. As you read, you should
look for similar kinds of projects.You may be able to learn from and build on
someone else’s research, avoiding their mistakes, and taking the best from their
design. Successful replication of research in a different context is a good way
to test reliability and strengthen an existing theory. Further, other researchers
may suggest related questions that turned up from their studies that you may
be able to address in yours. Knowing the literature well will help immensely
with your investigation — you will gain insight into your topic, better
understand what you are trying to discover, and feel confident about
describing your research in relation to the field of practice.

There are a variety of sources of literature: books, print journals, conference
proceedings, special reports from organisations and institutions, government
publications, and web sources. Each of these is not only a good source of
information but a source for further citations on a particular topic. The
researcher is like a detective — one source takes her or him to the next. An
article that is not particularly helpful may have some references that lead to
useful sources. Generally, it is a good idea to start with a literature search. If
you have not done this before, or it has been a long time since you have
done one, you might want to consult with a librarian on the latest sources
and techniques. Learning how to use key words to search and what tools
and sources are available in your context is important. If you have internet
access, you will find that there are now many online distance education
journals and other web-based sources of information. At the end of this unit,
you will find a list of these with the website addresses. VWeb-based information
is highly accessible but also poses some challenges to the researcher. Anyone
can create a website and publish articles and papers. Hence, not all
information found on the web has had the same scrutiny as peer-reviewed
journals. A librarian can help with sorting through the information you find on
online, so that over time you learn to weed out what is useful from what is
not.

Usually a review of the literature will cover more sources than are eventually
used. However, it is important to keep accurate records of all sources
consulted. What may appear to be irrelevant at one stage of the project might
become quite relevant at another and you will be glad that you can find the

reference and go back to the source.

Keeping records and managing information
efficiently

Researchers develop their own techniques for keeping track of the sources
and information. Each person has their preferred system for summarizing,
evaluating, and storing references.You may already have designed an
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information management system for keeping track of articles and books that
you consult regularly in the course of practice. If not, one of the most helpful
tools that you can develop is some form of annotated bibliography kept by

subject area.

The annotated bibliography

An annotated bibliography consists of short summaries (annotations) for a set
of readings on a particular topic. The summaries should start with the
reference in a standardised format (which you can later use as part of a
bibliography if required). Generally, in education and social sciences, the
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association is used as the guide
for standardised referencing but if there is another method that is more
commonly used in your context, you may choose to use that instead. A
summary of the reading follows the reference, and usually includes the
purpose of the piece, the main points included in the content, and any
evaluative comments such as ‘although the article is helpful with suggestions

for practitioners, the research design is flawed in several ways'.

The literature review provides you with a knowledge base on which to
develop your research project, and the annotated bibliography that forms a
record of your review will become an efficient reference tool for you. For
example, you might divide your bibliography into topic sections according to
your needs and interests, for example, using categories such as dropout
studies, methodology, tutoring strategies, orientation programmes, technology
use, and so on.You can then arrange the annotations alphabetically by author
within these categories.You should be able to quickly scan your annotations to
find a particular reference when you are writing or want to check back on a
particular piece of writing. If there is a quote that is particularly meaningful
that you record, make sure that you also record the page numbers so that if
you want to use it, you have the correct reference. A bibliography that is kept
up to date as you read is easy to create and results in a comprehensive
research tool that can save hours of time.

The way in which you choose to keep your annotated bibliography is up to
you. Some practitioners find that the easiest way to keep their bibliography is
on index cards that are colour coded for topic. Others find this system
cumbersome and prefer to record the annotations on a word processor; and
save them to disks, again organizing them by subject area and alphabetically.
Others may do the latter but print out the bibliography periodically and keep
it in a binder for easy reference on their desk rather than having to have
access to a computer. You can experiment to find the best method for you.

Some sample annotations are provided in the ‘Reading’ section below.
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Reading @\

—

Examples of annotations

Baxter Magolda, M. 1992 Knowing and researching in COLLEGE: gender related patterns in
students’ intellectual development, San Francisco, CA.: Jossey-Bass

In a longitudinal study spanning five years, the author follows the intellectual growth of
college students from their freshman year through the year following graduation. Through
yearly interviews, she examines their individual experiences of the learning process, and
describes gender-related patterns that affect the way they develop. Charts are provided
describing four stages of intellectual development, and these are helpful references for
application of her model. In the second part of the book, she uses her findings to design
teaching strategies which complement and support intellectual growth. The incorporation of
interview data lends validity to the author’s findings, but for the reader it becomes
somewhat tedious reading. Nevertheless, the book adds significantly to the literature on the
nature of learning and effective learning environments.

Glennie, J. 1996 'Towards learner-centred distance educiaton in the changing South African
context', in R. Mills and A. Tait (eds.), Supporting the learner in open and distance learning
(pp 19-33). London, UK: Pitman

This insightful report describes the context and problems of distance education in post-
apartheid South Africa. The chapter focuses on redress of educational inequalities and
deployment of resources according to the principle of equity. Open and distance learning is
viewed as a primary means to provide universal education and training with the objectives
of empowerment and enabling lifelong learning and self-directedness of the citizenry. The
author addresses current conditions, strategies that ensure learner-centred distance
education, examples of progress, and challenges to be faced in the future. She concludes
that collaboration among ODL institutions and other key organisations will be needed in
order to overcome the latter.

McLoughlin, C. and Marshall, L. 2000 'Scaffolding: a model for learner support in an online
teaching environment', in A. Hermann and M. Kulski (eds.), Flexible futures in tertiary
teaching: proceedings of the 9th Annual Teaching Learning Forum, 2-4 February. Perth:
Curtin University of Technology, retrieved September 3, 2004 from
http://Isn.curtin.edu.au/tlf/tlf2000/mcloughlin2.html

This paper offers a rationale and strategies for making learning how to learn online an
essential part of learner support for novice distance learners. The authors describe
scaffolding, that is, ensuring that learners have opportunities to gain skills that allow them
to reach new levels of competence in learning that otherwise would be just out of their
reach. These skills include articulation, self-regulation, building a repertoire of learning
strategies, and self evaluation. The authors describe how these skills can be developed
through course design and learner support strategies by introducing them in planned
stages, building from a base of competence at each level, in a way that the learner would
not be able to do by working independently. They suggest that successful scaffolding
entails engaging the learner actively and providing help until it is no longer necessary.
Although the strategies described were applied in the context of Australian tertiary
education for novice online learners from indigenous populations, the paper has broad
application for all types of distance education in a variety of contexts.

O'Rourke, J. 1995 'A piece of the jigsaw: student advising in distance education'. In A. Tait
(ed.), Collected conference papers, 6th Cambridge International Conference on Open and
Distance Learning, (pp 136-145). Cambridge, UK: The Open University
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This conference paper examines the role of student advising through the anecdotal
reflections of two women who have served in a student advising role for a total of more
than fifty years. The author distinguishes between student support and student advising. In
her view, student support encompasses student advising as well as tutoring, marking
students’ assignments and examinations, and academic and personal counselling. Student
advising, on the other, includes helping students with academic and administrative issues,
and with balancing their various family, life, work, and academic responsibilities. In
discussions with the two former student advisors, the author focuses on learners’ needs for
contact, clarity, advocacy, and a pilot to help them find direction, and emphasises the
importance of human contact to help alleviate the distance learners’ feelings of isolation.

Activity 4 120 mins / 6>

Starting an annotated bibliography

This activity is intended to help you start an annotated bibliography.

1 Choose three sources of information (e.g. a journal article, a book chapter, a report) that
you think will be helpful as background information for your project, and read these.
You might try examining a number of the online journals listed at the end of this unit to

find an article of interest.

2 Create an annotation for each one, including the elements recommended (reference
information, purpose of the reading, main points, and an evaluative statement) following

the style of the examples below.

3 Set up a system for recording your annotations (e.g. index cards, computer disks,

printouts in binder).

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Writing the report

Once you have completed your project, you will want to record what you
have done in a report. There is a fairly standard format for this that includes
certain elements such as a description of the study, methodology, findings,
discussions of findings, and conclusions and recommendations. This format can
be customised depending upon the audience and purpose. For example, to
persuade administrators that funding should be provided for a new service,
you will probably want to concentrate on developing a good executive
summary and focused recommendations with a rationale for each. By
contrast, a manuscript for publication in a journal should include more detailed
explanation of research design and methodology, and should address where
the study fits within the existing literature.
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Study tip @

Skim your annotated bibliography periodically to maintain your
familiarity with what you have read. The annotations will bring the
original sources back to mind. As you develop your annotated
bibliography, you will start to recognise sources that you will probably
return to more frequently than others —you may want to keep print
copies of these at hand for easy reference.

Elements of the report

The elements of a research report include the following. As noted above, reports should be customised for

a particular audience and purpose. Elements can be combined and/or given less focus, while others can be

highlighted.

P a title that is descriptive of the study

» an abstract — a short summary providing brief description of the study and findings

» an introduction that gives some helpful background such as the context

and rationale for doing the study, the major issues to be addressed, and
the purpose of the

P a literature review that summarises the relevant literature by topic and

relates it to the study

» the study objectives and if there is one, the research hypothesis

» a description of the research method including research setting and
participants, procedures, variables and measures, and data analysis methods

» the results or findings

a discussion, which interprets the results and notes particular strengths,

weakness, and limitations (e.g. applicability to other contexts)
» conclusions and recommendations

» references

» appendices that include items such as extensive statistical tables or items

used in the study such as questionnaires, interview scripts, sample

correspondence, measurement tools, training materials, and instructions to

staff.

One of the best ways to learn how to write a report is by looking at various

examples.You can find reports in journals or by looking in the library or on
the internet. Try to find a variety of examples, produced for different
audiences, and find ones that fit your purpose.

Most sections of a research report are fairly straightforward.You need to

make sure that you accurately and objectively report (a) the way in which the

study was carried out and (b) the findings. The discussion section of the
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report is probably the most challenging and most important. It gives you the
opportunity to interpret your results for readers, showing the significance and
implications of the findings. In this section, you can explain why the results
occurred, put them into the context of the existing literature, and make
theoretical interpretations. Thoughtful analysis highlights interesting and
important findings. Further, any recommendations will be made that much
more powerful when they emerge logically from your discussion of the
findings. The activity below is designed to give you some practice with
discussion of results.

Publication of the report

As you carry out your literature review, you will become familiar with the
journals that regularly publish on the topics that are of special interest to you.
The idea of submitting an article for publication may seem a bit daunting but
you can break the process down into steps, just as you did for your project. If
you decide that you would like to submit the report of your study for
publication, the first step is to choose a journal that publishes on your topic,
and has articles similar to the one you would like to submit. There are a
number of distance education journals available online now (see listing at the
end of this unit), and you might start by exploring these for articles of interest.
For example, IRRODL (International Review of Research in Open and Distance
Learning; http://www.irrodl.org/) published a special issue on learner support
in the spring of 2003,

For each journal, as you review articles, make a note of the style, format, and
usual length of pieces they use and how these compare to what you have in
mind. There are always length limitations on articles, and you will probably
have to summarise sections of your report such as the literature review in
order to adhere to guidelines. Tables and graphs are often used in journal
articles to summarise large amounts of information efficiently. Research
textbooks are a good reference for tips on how to prepare these so that they
are informative and easy to read and interpret.

Journals publish their format guidelines for articles and submission policies, and
the next step is to obtain and review these.You might also ask for advice from
someone you know that has published articles. Keep in mind that journal
editors and reviewers are usually looking for articles that make a contribution
to the field of knowledge, have a sound research design, display objectivity in
reporting of results, and are written in clear and easy to understand language.
You can follow the format that you see in the journals of your choice, and
when you have a draft ready of your own manuscript, you can ask colleagues

to review it and give you feedback before submission.
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Activity 5 60 mins / @

Interpreting the results of a study

This exercise is intended to help you practice interpreting research findings by looking at

studies that have already been carried out.

1 Locate an article that describes a research study on a topic with which you have some
familiarity, either through practice or study. Choose one with a fairly straightforward

research design by skimming through the methodology section.

2 Do not read the discussion, conclusion or any recommendations. Rather, cover these up

or if the article can be copied, remove them temporarily.
3 Carefully read the report including the findings (but not the discussion or conclusions).

4 Jot down notes of how you would interpret the findings. Remember to relate the
findings back to the research questions and the purpose of the study, place them in the
context of any related literature that is mentioned or with which you are familiar, and

make any theoretical connections. State any conclusions.
5 List any recommendations for practice that logically emerge from your interpretation.
5 Read the interpretation and conclusion by the author(s).

7 Compare your interpretation to theirs. What are the similarities and differences? Do not
assume that any differences can be attributed to your mistakes. Think about the reasons
for the differences. Perhaps the author was limited by space. Perhaps you know
information (e.g. about how the findings apply in your particular context) that the

author did not.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Key points

The following list of questions for consideration in reporting on research
projects provides a useful summary of the issues raised in this section:

» Why do original decisions (from the planning phase) about the reporting
process often need revisiting after the results have been interpreted?

» What portions of a project’s process should be expressed in writing?

What points must a researcher have in mind to make sound decisions

about the reporting process?

» Why must a researcher have a clear idea of who a report’s consumers will
be?

» Why do researchers sometimes need to prepare more than one report of

a project's results?

» What content should all research reports include?
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» What information should reports addressed to other researchers ideally
include?

» What plan of organisation for research reports is prescribed by the
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association?

P After constructing a table, what can beginning researchers do to ensure
that the table is understandable to readers?

» What kinds of graphs are typically used in counselling research reports?

What principles of language and writing style guide all good research
reporting?

Hadley and Smith (1995).

Unit summary

In this second unit of the course, you covered the steps involved in a research
project: defining and refining your question, choosing an appropriate method
and strategies for the inquiry, making a plan for implementation, gathering
background information, and writing the final report. The steps are sequential,
with each one building a base for the next. However, as you have seen, it is
sometimes necessary to cycle back, make adjustments or gather further
information, and then move forward again. A detailed and practical plan can
help you stay on track and have the best opportunity for success with your
project.

Study tip

The best way to prepare for writing your final report is to keep notes
throughout the project, organizing these as you do the summaries from
your literature review. For example, document any unexpected
circumstances that affect the methodology, and carefully record any
ideas about interpretation of results that may occur to you as you are
collecting data.

Project task ‘i‘

Planning an investigation

You have done a great deal of work as part of this unit, and the end of unit project is
simply to pull this work together, organise it, and refine it so that you have the following

elements in useable format:
P clearly stated research questions
P a rationale statement that identifies the purpose of the study and what you plan to do

with the findings
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» your method of inquiry with variables, data-gathering strategies, and measures defined

P a detailed plan for implementation set out along timelines and list of resource

requirements
P the beginning of your literature search with a plan for completion

P a list of who needs to receive a final report and for what purpose.

References

Hadley, R. and Mitchell, L. 1995 Counseling research and programme evaluation,
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American Psychological Association. 2001 Publication manual (5th edition),

Washington: America Psychological Association

Various authors. 2003 ‘Special theme issue — student support’ International
Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning 4, | at
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Bibliography of web-based sources for

distance education

Peer reviewed journals available online (free)

Title

The Journal of Distance Education (Canadian
Association of Distance Education)

URL

http://cade.athabascau.ca/ - sort by author, title or date
or http://www.cade-aced.ca/en_pub.php - search by
author; title or year

Online Journal of Distance Learning Administration

http://www.westga.edu/~distance/jmain | | .html

The Journal of Library Services for Distance Education

http://www.westga.edu/~library/jlsde/

EURODL (European Journal of Open and Distance
Learning)

http://www.eurodl|.org/

International Review of Research in Open and
Distance Learning

http://www.irrodl.org/

The USDLA Journal (United States Distance Learning
Association)

http://www.usdla.org/html/resources/usdlajournal/curre
ntlssues.htm

EDUCAUSE Quarterly

http://www.educause.edu/pub/eg/eq.html

The Technology Source

http://ts.mivu.org/default.asp

Australian Journal of Educational Technology

http://www.ascilite.org.au/ajet/ajet.html

Educational Technology Review (AACE—Association
for the Advancement of Computing in Education)

http://www.aace.org/pubs/etr/

The Turkish Online Journal of Distance Education
(TOJDE)- Anadolu University TURKEY

http://tojde.anadolu.edu.tr/

Interactive Educational Multimedia (Barcelona
University)

http://www.ub.es/multimedia/iem/

International Journal of Educational Technology

http://www.outreach.uiuc.edu/ijet/issues.html

Educational Technology & Society

http:/ifets.ieee.org/periodical/

Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks

http://www.aln.org/alnweb/journal/jaln.htm

The Canadian Journal of Learning and Technology

http//www.cjlt.ca/archivedissues.html

Non-peer reviewed journals available online (free)

EDUCAUSE Review

http://www.educause.edu/pub/er/erm.htm!

Sloan-C View

http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/view/index.asp

TechKnowlogia - Distance Education and

International Development

http://www.techknowlogia.org/
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Feedback to selected activities g

Feedback to Activity 1

Clearly stated research questions form an important first step for any project.
Thinking about how you will use the data puts the research in a practical
context, and helps you to refine the questions to fit the purpose. Often,
researchers (even experienced ones) get to the data analysis stage, and think,
If I had only asked this, | would be able to..." Spending time reflecting what it
is about your practice that you would like to improve, or how you would like
to better help students, or what you would like to be able to explain to
yourself or others will help you to formulate questions that will give you the
best opportunity to get the answers you want. Discussing your thoughts with
colleagues helps you to deepen this reflective process. Using a team approach
not only gives you a better opportunity to examine research questions from a
variety of perspectives but also enhances enthusiasm for the project as the
questions and possibilities for gaining understanding become clearer: Intrinsic
motivation is a key ingredient to success in research. During an investigation, it
may seem as though a project requires too much work or it may become
frustrating if circumstances changes and you have to continually adjust your
research plan. At these times, your personal enthusiasm for the research will
be very important. As you work through the process of identifying areas for

investigation, are you aware of becoming more confident and enthusiastic?

Feedback to Activity 2

The description that you develop for your research project will continue to
evolve as you work through practical considerations (addressed in the next
section of this unit) and then turn to the literature for background, theory, and
similar studies. Even after a project is in progress, it is often necessary to make
changes. However, being clear about your questions, design, and methodology
will make it much easier to evaluate the impact of unanticipated changes in
circumstances on the project (e.g. low response rates on a survey, poor
attendance at focus groups, a mistake by staff in the procedures) and make
appropriate adjustments.

Feedback to Activity 3

Making a plan for a research project can feel a bit overwhelming at this stage.
Your project may begin to look very big and may need to be revised in order
to make it more feasible. On the other hand, building a plan can also be
encouraging. You will start to see that carrying out research is possible — you
can break down the project into small manageable steps, troubleshoot well
ahead of implementation, and gain the cooperation and enthusiasm of your

colleagues.
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Feedback to Activity 4

As you develop a better understanding of your area of research by reading
and consulting with others, your plan for your project will become clearer and
your confidence will grow.You will find yourself revising some of your ideas,
tightening up the design, and enthusiastically discussing your plans with others.

Feedback to Activity 5

You can repeat this activity as you read research articles for a literature review
and discuss them with colleagues, carefully reflecting on the interpretation of
findings, the logic used, and the recommendations, and whether you might
have done anything differently. Through this practice, you will develop the skills
to interpret and critically analyse your own and the research of others.

In practitioner research, we appreciate studies that inform our work.
Disseminating the findings from your study consists of selecting the most
important information from all steps of the project and expressing them
clearly and appropriately for each of your audiences. The discussion of your
results should organise and link the ideas that emerge from the findings into a
clear analysis that logically leads to conclusions and recommendations for

practice.
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Unit overview

In the first two units, you reflected on the definitions of learner support, what
it means in your context, different types of research, and the steps involved in
carrying out a research project.You also identified areas that you would like to
investigate, and developed specific research questions and a research plan.
One of the ways to develop confidence in your research skills is to review
studies carried out by others, looking carefully at the goals of the research, the
methods used, whether the goals were met, and how the results are being
used. In this unit, you will consider two examples of research addressing issues
related to tutoring. The first one is an exploratory study and the second is an

attempt to evaluate current practice.

In the next unit you will look at examples from needs assessment, setting

priorities and evaluating a range of learner support services.

Learning outcomes
When you have worked through this unit, you should be able to:

| Critically evaluate research and evaluation reports of tutoring and related
areas of learner support practice.

2 Plan and implement appropriate investigations of tutoring and related

areas of learner support practice.

3 Effectively carry through all steps of practitioner research and evaluation
including disseminating findings, gathering feedback, engaging in discussion,
and taking action to improve practice.

Understanding the learner: a qualitative study

Often practitioners like to test new strategies or evaluate current ones. Our
daily work is in the foreground, and we constantly want to find better ways to
assist our students in meeting their learning goals. Our practical knowledge
gained from interacting with learners leads us to speculate about what might
be an effective new way to reach out to them. However, sometimes it is

appropriate to take a step back from this practitioner viewpoint and try to
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capture a clearer sense of the learner's experience from the learner’s point of

View.

In the 1980’s, | was working in student support at a distance education
institution in Canada. It had an open admissions policy and served an adult
population. The dropout rate was considerably higher than we wanted, and
we were looking for ways to improve retention. Having a background in
career planning, and having spoken to many potential and new students, |
speculated that our students were coming to us mainly because they wanted
to improve their career opportunities but were not clear on their goals. |
further speculated that when study became difficult, their motivation was not
sufficiently high to carry them through because they were not sure how the
degree might help them with their career. Hence, | wanted to test a career
planning programme to see if helping students clarify their goals early in their
studies would improve retention rates.

As was recommended in the process outlined earlier in this handbook, |
consulted with colleagues and with practitioners who had done research and |
read what | could find on this topic. | realised that I did not know enough
about our students or dropout and completion in distance education, nor was
there enough information in the literature at that time for me to reach strong
conclusions about the efficacy of any intervention strategy. Most studies | read
were from an institutional perspective, using questionnaires based on
assumptions about learner behaviour, and most all of them relied on data
collected from students who had dropped out rather than comparing those
who persisted with those who dropped out.

You will remember from the first unit, that it is sometimes necessary to
conduct an exploratory study as a starting point with research. This can
enable you to better understand and describe the phenomena that make up
your area of research and identify specific issues for further study. Often a
qualitative method is best for this purpose. After my initial investigation, |
concluded that | needed to do an exploratory study to find out more about
our learners and how they experienced being a distance education student
before | could think about intervention strategies. | also concluded that in
order to do this, | needed to talk to learners, using a method that would ‘get
inside’ their experience early in their first distance education course before it
was known who would dropout and who would continue.

Like many exploratory studies, the research project that | carried out required
few resources other than my time, a telephone, and a small budget for long
distance charges but it had a significant impact on my conceptualisation of the
learner and my practice. What it did require was putting aside assumptions
and beliefs acquired as a practitioner, and making an honest attempt to try to
get inside the learner's experience (not as easy as it might sound). The
advantage of this kind of research is that it opens up the opportunity to
collect a rich set of data, unfettered by pre-determined variables and
measurement instruments. However, the risk with this type of study is that
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you will not know how to analyse or use the data unless you plan as carefully
as you would with any other kind of research. One of the major challenges is
to provide structure without inhibiting or biasing responses.You have to find
ways to capture the learner's experience but do it in such a way that gives
each participant in the study an equal opportunity to provide similar kinds of
information without biasing them in a particular direction.

The following is a description of the study on dropout and completion that |
carried out.

Case study

Using a critical incident technique to understand learner motivation

Research questions

The rationale for the study was to see how the data collected might
inform planning for learner support in a distance education institution.
Hence, the purpose of the study was to see if learners’ self-reports of
their experience could provide information that could be applied to the
development of institutional strategies to reduce non-completion. There
were three main questions to be answered:

1 What experiences do learners identify as being significant in
hindering or facilitating completion of a distance education course?

2 Are the experiences of completers and non-completers different or
similar in any way?

3 How can the self-reported experiences of distance learners
contribute to the development of a model of attrition and retention
strategies for distance learners?

Method

In order to collect the data that I wanted from students, I chose to use a
tool called the ‘critical incident technique’ developed by John Flanagan
(1954). Tt is an interview method for soliciting concrete incidents which
facilitate or hinder some aim, in this case course completion. Forty
students were chosen at random from a variety of subject areas and
were interviewed about six weeks after starting their first distance
education course, i.e. before it was known whether they would
complete or dropout. The interview was designed to find out if each of
them could identify significant and specific incidents which either
facilitated or hindered their study. The interviewer took notes during the
interview and audio-taped the conversations so that the notes could be
checked for accuracy. Each incident that was identified by a student was
recorded on an index card with the student’s identity number, with
hindering incidents on one colour and facilitating on another.

There were no preconceived categories of incident. Rather, common
experiences were identified by me and I sorted the cards repeatedly
until clear categories emerged (e.g. tutoring, support from family and
friends, household move, job change, etc.) with both facilitating and
hindering incidents present in most. Following my initial formation of
categories, the cards were coded, mixed together, and then sorted by
two independent raters to check the reliability of the categories. Finally,
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at the end of the time available for course completion for the group
interviewed, completers and non-completers were identified, and the
two groups were compared according to the incidents they reported.

It should be noted that leading up to this study, research project
planning steps such as those outlined in the previous unit were
followed. For example, an extensive review of the literature was
undertaken to gain an understanding of the current state of research on
dropout and completion. In particular, factors that had been identified as
associated with dropout and theoretical models of dropout were
reviewed. Terms such as completion, non-completion, and critical
incident were carefully defined. As well, a great deal of consultation
took place among colleagues, and a small pilot study was done using
the critical incident protocol to determine whether this was a suitable
tool for purposes of the research.

Following the study, the characteristics of the students (gender, age,
geographical location, past educational experience) interviewed were
compared to the characteristics of the general population of students at
the institution. It was discovered that the profiles matched. Further, the
dropout rate was very similar between the group interviewed and the
larger population (approx. 60%).

Findings

Only the major findings will be reported here. First of all, the 40
students in the study reported a total of 265 incidents, 113 facilitating
and 152 hindering. The average number of incidents reported per
student was 6.6. One student reported that nothing had hindered his
progress while two students could identify no facilitating incidents. Out
of the group of 40 students, 15 completed their courses. Although the
total number of incidents reported by each of the two groups,
(completers and non-completers) was consistent with their size (i.e..
completers made up 38% of the group and reported 41% of the
incidents), there was a difference in participation rates within particular
categories of incidents that distinguished the two groups. Further, there
were differences between the two groups with regard to the ratio of
hindering to facilitating incidents in particular categories.

Hence, with regard to the three research questions posed, the following
was revealed:

P The students sampled were able to identify significant specific
experiences which either hindered or facilitated their progress in
distance education studies.

P Similarities and differences were found between completers and
non-completers.

P Factors identified by students in the study as being significant in
their impact on persistence or withdrawal can contribute to the
development of an explanatory model of attrition for distance
education students, to planning and evaluating retention strategies,
and to formulating future attrition research.

Using the sorting method described above, 13 categories emerged from
the 265 reported incidents:

1 Student interaction with the institution: excludes the student’s
instructional contact (with the tutor), but includes all other contact
by telephone, mail/print, or in person.
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2 Personalised instructional support: tutoring support (interaction)
that includes instruction on course content, feedback on
assignments, guidance in approach to learning, and encouragement.

3 Discovery about the course/support materials/approach:
includes incidents where students discovered something about the
course, their approach to it, or support materials which made a
difference to them.

4 Pre-course preparation/prior expectations: includes those
incidents that happened before the student started the course or are
related to expectations held before the course began (e.g. pre-
existing thoughts about ability; intentional preparatory work such as
study skills improvement).

5 Encouragement/support from source outside of the institution:
includes interaction with friends, family, colleagues, and employers.

6 Deadlines and schedules: this includes deadlines and schedules
imposed by the student, their circumstances, or by the institution.

7 Personal realization: includes incidents that took place after the
course started when students realised something about themselves
such as their ability, their progress in the course, their approach to
learning, or feelings about the course.

8 Thoughts about longer term goals: includes incidents where
students thought about how the course related to their longer term
goals, usually career or educational.

9 Marks received: includes incidents where the marks received in the
course had a direct effect on the way the student felt about doing
the course. Although no students in this study reported hindering
incidents, students in other dropout studies have reported negative
effects from marks received.

|0 Change in time available/personal circumstances: this is the
category with the greatest participation rate, and includes all those
incidents where students report that something in their life changed
which made a difference to the amount of time spent on their
course (e.g. illness, vacation, work changes, death of a relative,
season changes, and move of a residence).

| | Course content: includes those incidents which students attributed
directly to the subject matter of the course as opposed to the design
(e.g. whether the course is interesting).

|2 Course design: includes those incidents that students attribute
directly to an element in the design of the course (e.g. instructions
given, layout or organisation, support materials, examinations).

| 3 Practical application of learning: includes incidents where
students reported being able (or not) to relate the course to their
experience. It facilitated them in their studies if they could see
practical application but hindered them if they could not or if they
saw the learning as redundant and therefore, not useful or practical.

All but one of these categories had both hindering and facilitating
incidents. The inter-rater reliability of the identification of categories was
very high (over 90%), and the participation rate in each of the categories
was sufficiently strong to justify keeping all 13. The highest participation
rate was in the category of Change in time available or personal circumstances
(80% of students, 56 incidents) and the lowest participation rate was in
the category of Thoughts about longer term goals (10% of students, 5
incidents). All other categories had between 20% and 63% participation
rates.
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The participation rates are partly a reflection of the relative importance
attached to each category and for these reasons, it is important to
compare completers and non-completers on this dimension. Table
2compares completers to non-completers in terms of participation rates

for each category:

Table 2 Comparison of completers and non-completers on participation

rates in all categories of incidents

Completers (15 =
38%) % of

completers reporting non-completers
incidents (out of 15)

Non-completers
(25 = 62%) % of

Total of incidents
in each category

reporting incidents

(out of 25)
| Student Interaction with the Institution® 6% (1) 28% (7) 8
2 Personalised instructional support 47% (7) 529% (13) 20
3 Discovery about the course* 53% (8) 36% (9) 17
4 Pre-course preparation/ prior expectations* 27% (4) 40% (10) 14
5 Encouragement/ support from outside the 60% (9) 32% (8) 17
institution*
6 Deadlines and schedules* 40% (6) 16% (4) 10
7 Personal realization® 53% (8) 68% (17) 25
8 Thoughts about longer term goal 6% (1) 12% (3) 4
9 Marks received* 33% (5) 12% (3) 8
[0 Change in time available/ circumstances 87% (13) 76% (12) 32
I'l Course content 20% (3) 24% (6) 9
I2 Course design* 60% (9) 24% (6) 15
I3 Practical application of learning 20% (3) 20% (5) 8

Notes:

1 The number in brackets is actual number of incidents reported in category.

2 *See below.

Differences between completers and non-completers

There were notable differences in the participation rate between
completers and persisters in 8 of the 13 categories (shown by an
asterisk* in Table 2). In order from greatest to least difference in

participation these were:

1 course design (60% completers; 24% non-completers)

2 encouragement/ support from source outside of the institution (60%

completers; 32% non-completers)

3 deadlines and schedules (40% completers; 16% non-completers)

student interaction with the institution (6% completers; 28% non-

completers)

5 marks received (33% completers; 12% non-completers)

discovery about the course/support materials/approach (53%

completers; 36% non-completers)

7 personal realization (53% completers; 68% non-completers)

pre-course preparation/prior expectations (27% completers; 40%

non-completers)
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The second way in which the completers and non-completers were
compared was on the ratio of facilitating to hindering incidents in each
category. The results are summarised in the Table 3:

Table 3 Comparison of ratios between facilitating and hindering incidents
in all categories for completers and non-completers

Completers Non-completers

Facilitating Hindering Facilitating Hindering
incidents (n) incidents (n) incidents (n) incidents (n)

| Student Interaction with the Institution 0 | 6 3
2 Personalised instructional support 5 3 10 9
3 Discovery about the course* 7 6 2 12
4 Pre-course preparation/ prior expectations* 2 3 3 10
5 Encouragement/ support from outside the 10 | 10 |
institution

6 Deadlines and schedules* 7 | 3 2
7 Personal realization 6 7 10 14
8 Thoughts about longer term goals 0 | 2 2
9 Marks received 5 0 4 0
0 Change in time available/ circumstance 2 23 2 29
I'l' Course content 2 | 5 4
12 Course design* 2 10 3 5
I3 Practical application of learning 2 | 3

TOTALS 50 58 63 94

As is apparent, notable differences (*) are present in only four
categories:

1 discovery about the course/support materials/approach (non-
completers had a much higher ratio of hindering to facilitating
incidents than completers)

2 course design (completers had a much higher ratio of hindering to
facilitating incidents than non-completers)

3 pre-course preparation/prior expectations (non-completers had
higher ratio of hindering to facilitating incidents than completers)

4 deadlines and schedules (completers had a higher ratio of
facilitating to hindering incidents than non-completers).

The similarities between completers and non-completers are of equal
interest as the differences. For example, it is of note that the kind of
incidents which held the non-completers back also hindered the
completers. Apparently, the completers responded differently than the
non-completers to these challenges. Of particular interest is the category
change in time available or circumstances. Throughout the distance
education literature, this is cited as the reason most often provided by
dropouts when interviewed post study. However, these results reveal
that the persisters experienced just as many instances of this type of
hindrance as the non-completers.
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Activity 1 90 mins / 6>

Interpreting and discussing results

Take some time to read over the research study results reported here, and reflect on what
is of significance and what might be useful information. Consider the research questions

and the original purpose of the study.

Then answer the following questions about the findings:

1 Did you learn anything new from the study? Was there anything that surprised you?
2 How do the outcomes relate to the purpose of the study?

3 Which of the findings can be related to possible action for tutors?

4 What recommendations would you make with regard to tutoring?

5 Can you see application of these findings in your context?

You should be able to do this in five or fewer pages.

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Evaluating current practice

Evaluation, as noted earlier; is a form of applied research, and usually the most
common kind of research carried out by practitioners. Thorpe (1988)

provides the following definition:

‘Evaluation is the collection, analysis and interpretation of information about any
aspect of a programme of education and training, as part of a recognised process

of judging its effectiveness, its efficiency and any other outcomes it may have’

Evaluation is carried out for a variety of reasons but is most often used by
learner support practitioners to make decisions about changes and

improvements to services in order to meet stated goals.

Study tip

Read research studies critically and discuss them with colleagues.
Consider not just the soundness of the methodology and conclusions but
whether there is anything that can be applied in your context or can
build your knowledge in your area of practice.

Institutions generally view evaluation as a necessary practice in ensuring
organisational effectiveness by systematically identifying areas or practices

requiring change. Calder outlines seven stages of evaluation:

| Identify an area of concern
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2 Decide whether to proceed

3 Investigate identified issues

4 Analyse findings

5 Disseminate findings and recommendations

6 Review the response to the findings and recommendations and agree on

any corrective actions

7 Implement agreed actions
(Calder, 1994, p. 16)

In this section, you will consider an investigation into practice, The Will to Learn:
Counsellors’ Perceptions of Academic Counselling carried out at Indira Gandhi
National Open University in 2001.The area of practice identified for
examination by this study was ‘the impact of the two day orientation
programme on the PGDDE academic counsellors’, specifically to collect
‘empirical evidence to influence the policy makers ... with a view to
improving the conduct and organisation of academic counselling and
assignment evaluation’ (p. 8, Statement of Problem).The functions included
within academic counselling as defined in this study are parallel to those
included in the definition of tutoring used in this course. Essentially, the study
defines academic counsellors as those staff who help students adjust to
distance learning, overcome learning difficulties, and achieve satisfactory
academic standards. They do this through attending to both learner-focused
issues, and course- or content-focused issues. Academic counsellors in the
study make instructional interventions, provide encouragement, and give
feedback on progress through practices such as written comments on
assignments.

The report on the study identifies the original intent of the investigation, the
objectives, the methodology, and states the findings. Some recommendations
for practice are made at the end of the report.

Activity 2 120 mins @@

Critically examining an evaluation study

You will need the resource Srivastava from the Resources File for this activity.

Read the report. The answer the following questions:

1 How well do the aims and objectives of the study match the statement of the problem?
2 Is the methodology clearly stated? Could the study be replicated easily?

3 Is the methodology well chosen in terms of meeting the objectives of the study? What

other measures might you have wanted to use to address the problem statement? What
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suggestions, if any, would you make for improvement of the investigation in terms of

what data is collected and from whom?

4 How do the findings relate back to the statement of problem and objectives of the
study?

5 How might a review of the literature better inform this study? How could the
researchers ensure that aspects of tutor orientation and training that have already been
identified in the literature as critical were not overlooked? (e.g. What are the aspects of
tutoring orientation and training that have been identified as critical? What tutoring

practices have been identified as having a significant impact on learner motivation?)

6 How well does the summary capture not just the findings, but the meaning of the
findings? What might you do differently in a discussion of the findings from this study?

7 Would you make any additional recommendations based on the findings of the study,

and if so what would these be?

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit »

Further reading

The readings Calder and Thorpe will provide you with an excellent
introduction to evaluation of open and distance learning practices, as well as
specifically looking at illustrations and examples from evaluation of tutoring
practice.You will find both in the Resources File. Their full reference is as
follows:

Thorpe, M. 1988 “Tuition’ in M. Thorpe Evaluating Open and Distance Learning,
Harlow, UK: Longman Group (extract pp 61-87)

Calder; J. 1994 The nature of evaluation'in J. Calder Programme evaluation and
quality: a comprehensive guide to setting up an evaluation system, London: Kogan
Page (extract 15-20)

Study tip

As you read reports of research and evaluation studies, consider the
cost/benefit. How much was invested in actually planning and carrying
out the investigation, and how much did the organisation benefit? The
ultimate measure of this is not necessarily institutional change, but that
the study was widely read, considered, and that decisions were better
informed (including decisions not to change practice).

Unit summary

In this unit, you read, critically evaluated, and discussed two different research
studies which were intended to improve the practice of tutoring. The first was

an exploratory study designed to more fully understand the nature of the
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learner’s experience and the second was intended to produce findings that
would help improve academic counselling practices through evaluating the
impact of tutor orientation. Both produced findings that could have a potential
impact on tutoring. In order for the findings to be used effectively, they must
first be analysed, that is, organised in a form that helps us answer specific
questions, and interpreted, that is, made meaningful in terms of the problems
being examined. If we return to Calder’s (1994) steps in evaluation, the full
benefit of the findings will be realised only if we fully analyse and interpret the
data, make recommendations, and then disseminate a report of these, get

feedback, engage in discussion, and finally, take appropriate action.

1)

Maximizing the usefulness of a study

After you have completed the readings for this unit (Calder and Thorpe readings):

1 Review your responses to the questions in the last activity regarding the IGNOU study.

2 Review the findings from the IGNOU study.

3 Analyse the findings by organizing them in a way that makes sense to you in terms of
the original statement of problem, that is, the impact of the academic counsellor

orientation on practice. (Tip: Ask yourself which findings relate to one another and try

grouping these together.)

4 Write a discussion of the findings that highlights the most significant information.

5 Write a list of specific recommendations for action based on your analysis and

discussion, including recommendations for future research.

References

Calder, J. 1994 Programme evaluation and quality: a comprehensive guide to
setting up an evaluation system, London: Kogan

Srivastava, M 2001 The will to learn ... counsellors’ perceptions of academic
counselling, report for Staff Training and Research Institute of Distance
Education (STRIDE), New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Open University

Thorpe, M. 1988 Evaluating open and distance learning, Harlow: Longman

Feedback to selected activities g

Feedback to Activity 1

| learned some new information about students’ experience in distance
education from doing this study. Most striking to me, was the similarity

between completers and non-completers with regard to the number of
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Change in circumstances or time available incidents encountered during the
duration of their course — it was not just dropouts who experienced these. It
struck me that perhaps institutions give far more credence to this reason for
dropout than is warranted, and in a sense, this lets them off the hook—
because this category of incidents is something that the institution can do little
to change. However, the results from this study indicate that completers
experience just as many incidents of change as dropouts but somehow
manage to cope with them and continue their studies. This finding fits with a
model of dropout that considers the interplay among a variety of variables
that all contribute to a decision to persist or leave. For example, perhaps the
completers who reported that they had experienced hindering life
circumstances had better support at home and/or were better academically
prepared than those who dropped out. Hence, one recommendation might
be that institutions consider ways to help new distance learners to more
effectively prepare for and cope with life changes that occur during the course
of their studies.

With regard to tutoring, the results from the study revealed that instructional
support is a key factor in persistence, but that it can be for better or worse.
In other words, tutoring can be experienced as hindering or facilitating course
completion depending upon the nature of the interaction between tutor and
learner: In this study, hindering incidents in the Persondlised instructional support
category included experiences where the learner perceived the tutor as
disinterested, critical in a disparaging or discouraging way, or not helpful in
response to questions. This finding has important implications for tutor training
and quality monitoring. Tutors training can help tutors understand the critical
role they play in student retention, and to acquire the skills that they need
both to assist learners with content and encourage them toward their goals.

Other findings from the study can inform the tutor role and tutor training. For
example, it appears that many distance learners find out about the unique
demands of distance study and their ability to meet these too late into their
first course. The categories of incident that speak to this include Discovery
about the course, Pre-course preparation/prior expectations, and Personal
realization. Tutors can play a key role in helping learners make needed
adjustments to distance study and start to build independent learning skills
early in their first course. In the distance education literature, the term
‘scaffolding’ is used to describe the step-by-step process of helping learners
develop the full set of learning skills they need in order to be successful in
their studies. Tutors can also discuss with learners issues such as how to obtain
better family and employer support for their studies and how to cope with

change.

The results from the study obviously have implications for other forms of
learners support such as information for prospective students and orientation
programmes. However, for the purposes of this unit, the tutoring role is the
focus.
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Feedback to Activity 2

My first reaction after reading this study was that a great deal of work was
invested in gathering data and that some interesting and potentially very useful
findings were obtained. However, despite producing a broad spectrum of
findings about academic counsellor attitudes and practices, the report
contained minimal discussion and recommendations for action that could
inform the original intent of study. The summary tends to be a repetition of
the findings rather than an analysis and interpretation of them, and the
recommendations are sparse. For the most part, the conclusions represent
good practice that could be identified without the help of the study. The
report would benefit from a more meaningful discussion of the findings, and
the addition of concrete recommendations clearly linked back to the purpose

of the study and flowing logically from the interpretation of the results.

The problem statement for this study identified the area of concern as the
effectiveness of orientation of academic counsellors, and linked this to a desire
to improve practice. This implies that this will be an evaluation study that will
clearly address the aims of the current orientation programme and whether
these are being met as measured by effectiveness of practice. This type of
evaluation study requires the collection of formative and/or summative data
about the process and impact of the orientation programme. However, if you
look at the objectives of the study, you will see that clear and logical links are
not made from the statement of the problem (effectiveness of orientation of
tutors and the impact on practice) to the aims and objectives of the study
and the methodology. Hence, the data collected does not directly address the
original area of concern. A strong interpretation and discussion of the findings
might have been able to accomplish this but the links between the findings
and the original intent are also unclear. For example, a finding of note from
the study is that the main way that academic counsellors think they can
improve attendance at face-to-face session is to make them compulsory — as
opposed to changing the nature of the sessions to improve learner motivation
toward attendance.This says a great deal about how they view their role and
what practices they see as being effective for increasing learner motivation.
What we do not know is how this relates to the effectiveness of the tutor
orientation and training, which was the stated reason for carrying out the
study. As discussed previously, it is important to consider the best sources and
methods of collecting data in the context of the goals of the study. What will
give you the best information with which to answer your questions and make
decisions? If you are evaluating for effectiveness, how do you measure this and
what data do you need?

Another way in which this evaluation could have been improved is if previous
studies were reviewed to inform the researchers about critical aspects of
tutor training and practice to examine. The literature has identified tutors as
an essential point of contact for the learner, and it has been established that
their interactions with learners can make the difference between dropout and
completion. In particular, the timeliness and degree of helpfulness of feedback
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on assignments have been identified as factors in persistence, and these are
issues of practice which can be directly addressed in a tutor orientation
programme.

If the purpose of evaluation is first and foremost, institutional effectiveness,
then we should be able to see how the study has contributed to that.

74 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Examples of research and
evaluation 2

Unit overview

In this final unit, you will turn your attention to services for learners beyond
tutoring and teaching to look at needs assessment, setting priorities and
evaluating a range of learner support services. At each step of the journey
through their studies, learners have different needs, from pre-enrolment
through post-graduation. As discussed in the first unit of this course, a range
of support services and systems are needed in order to enhance successful
completion of their studies. Setting service priorities can be challenging,
particularly within the context of the broad range of learner needs and

limited resources to meet these.

You will remember from Unit |, that there are four main types of evaluation
research: needs assessment (planning), formative (process), summative
(outcome), and cost-benefit (efficiency). In the first part of this unit, you will be
introduced to the steps of doing a simple needs assessment and in the
second, you will critically analyse a unique case study that describes an
educational project from needs assessment through completion. From
examining this project, you will be able to see the logical progression from
needs assessment to choosing services and setting priorities according to
context, and then finally, to evaluation methods that feed back into
improvement of practice.

Learning outcomes
When you have worked through this unit, you should be able to:

» Plan and implement appropriate investigations of learner support practice

including needs assessment.

» Effectively carry through all steps of practitioner research including
disseminating findings, gathering feedback, engaging in discussion, and taking

action to improve practice.

Doing a simple needs assessment

Setting service priorities within the context of limited resources and unlimited
needs is a constant challenge for learner support practitioners. A needs
assessment can be an important step in defining priorities whether your
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institution is just beginning to consider expanding into new areas or whether
it already has a broad spectrum of services for learners.

What is a needs assessment?

Practitioners, when planning what services to offer to learners, often make
assumptions about needs. These are based on their knowledge of the field,
their particular learners and their context. For example, we may assume that
learners should have to complete a compulsory orientation programme
because too many dropout early in their courses due to lack of prior
knowledge about the special demands of distance learning. Our success in
meeting the actual needs of learners depends to a great extent on the
accuracy of our assumptions. This is where the value of needs assessment lies.
It helps us to check our assumptions against real data gathered from learners
and other sources. In this way, it tests what we think we know about learner
needs and tells us how accurate we are in what we have assumed.

A needs assessment is simply a systematic process for finding out who has the
need, how important it is that the need be filled and how many people are
experiencing the same need. Needs assessment may also examine why a
particular need exists and may point to some possible solutions for meeting
the needs that have been identified. In education, a needs assessment will be
framed in the context of the institutional mission. Embedded in the
institutional mission are certain values that will help frame the assessment. For
example, an open distance learning institution may place strong value on
extending access to those who have been disadvantaged in the traditional
system. This mission has direct implications for the kinds of learner support
that will be needed. Hence, we can further define needs assessment as ‘...
determining the presence or absence of the factors and conditions, resources,
services, and learning opportunities that students need in order to meet their
educational goals and objectives within the context of the institution’s mission’
(Upcraft and Schuh, 1996, p. 128).

Before proceeding to the process of needs assessment, it might be helpful to
consider what is meant by ‘need’. The term means different things to different
people. A needs assessment can be employed to investigate learners’ needs,
wants, preferences, or some combination of these. All three terms are quite
similar in meaning but could have different implications for planning services.
The existence of a desire or want does not necessarily mean that learners will
use a service designed to address it. For example, learners may indicate that
they are very concerned about not having contact with peers, but it does not
necessarily follow that they will attend gatherings of their peers organised by
the institution. Other factors such as time priorities and location will have an
impact on actual behaviour: It is important to clarify during the assessment
what information you want to gather from learners about their needs, wants,
and preferences. As part of an assessment, you will want to not only
document the types of needs that learners have but also to look at
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prevalence, urgency, and relative importance. These will be key factors in

setting service priorities.

Why do a needs assessment?

There are many reasons for doing a needs assessment, not the least of which,
as noted above, is to check our assumptions and build good data for setting
priorities. Here is a list of reasons why needs assessment is part of good
practice:

Reading @\

—

Needs assessment contributes to sound planning and resource allocation. Planning
involves establishing priorities. Information about learner needs and potential learner needs
is crucial in providing a rational basis for planning your support services and allocating
your resources, particularly when faced with difficult choices.

Needs assessment helps in matching services to needs. Practitioners are very good at
sharing information about effective practice. However, before offering any new service,
even if it has been offered elsewhere successfully, you should have a clear indication of the
need for it. Needs assessment can help you to determine what the support services needs
of your learners are and alternatives for meeting these needs.

Needs assessment takes guesswork out of planning. Too many practitioners rely on
their instincts or assumptions about learner needs, rather than formally checking with
learners. Sometimes a service is offered because it makes intuitive sense or was offered
elsewhere successfully or because there is a new popular trend in practice. The perceptions
and assumptions of practitioners are a rich source of information about needs but should
not be the only source of data used in planning support services.

Needs assessment increases accountability. Educational institutions are increasingly
expected to account for the way in which they spend their resources and serve their
learners. Stakeholders want to know that resources are being spent wisely on support
services that meet demonstrated needs.

Needs assessment is an equaliser. Those groups with more political influence and those
who are most vocal in making their demands heard are most likely to get support for their
needs. Needs assessment efforts and data can raise awareness and influence opinion both
within and outside your institution about unmet needs from groups that may not have a
voice to speak for themselves.

Needs assessment is good practice. Learners who are involved in the process of
planning support programmes are more likely to use and benefit from the services. They
may also have very helpful ideas about how to offer services so that they are more
accessible. Needs assessment is one of the ways we have of ensuring that the learner’s
voice is heard.

When to do a needs assessment

As well as periodically doing extensive needs assessments, practitioners can
carry out needs assessment on an ongoing basis in small ways (e.g. checking
learner satisfaction with services, recording participation rates, etc.). Critical
indicators of when a more extensive needs assessment might be in order
include the following:
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| When your learners change, and consequently the challenges and issues
change, and you start to suspect that a change in support services is
required. For example, in Canada, over the past |10 years, the
demographics of the distance learner have changed quite radically from
older, primarily rural and female and occasionally disadvantaged learners, to
younger; primarily urban, more evenly mixed gender learners. This has
important implications for learner support.

2 Your institution or support unit is receiving requests for a service or
services that is not currently provided. For example, tutors or staff in
regional support centres will often become aware of unmet learner needs
because they are on the frontline of service to students.

3 Your institution is considering expanding its recruitment area, or is offering
new academic programmes that are attracting different kinds of learners
than you have had in the past.

4 You identify a need that no other institution fulfils for distance learners
(e.g. credit coordination or prior learning assessment), and you wish to
provide this service but you need to make a case for funding.

When not to do a needs assessment

Needs assessment, just as with any other type of research, requires careful
planning. You are probably not quite ready to do a needs assessment if the
following are true:

P you are not quite sure what information you need to collect — or whether
to do a needs assessment, a programme evaluation, or a feasibility study
for a new service. Just as with any other research, the purpose of the
needs assessment should be very clearly articulated so that the data
collection plan is based on solid objectives and has the best opportunity
for success.

» there are strong differences of opinion within your institution about the
purposes and uses of the needs assessment. Conflict may indicate
misunderstandings or real differences in opinion regarding the mission and
values of the institution which are manifested through conflict over
resource allocation. A needs assessment should be based on a strong
agreement about purpose and objectives.

» your institution lacks the resources to carry out even small changes in
support services for students.

Too many needs assessment reports are unused. This can happen for a variety
of reasons including the following;

P the report is not written in a way that makes is useful. The statistics are
difficult to interpret and/or there are too many recommendations or the

recommendations are vague or unrealistic.
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P the study produces interesting findings but not the needed information —
indicating that there might have been problems in the planning stage of the
study and the methodology did not match the purpose.

P the needs assessment findings are unanticipated, and the institution is
either unwilling or unready to make necessary changes to respond — see
the next two points.

P the institution does not have the resources to act on the
recommendations. This can be disheartening, not only for staff, but for
those learners whose expectations were raised by their participation in
the study. Institutional commitment to the needs assessment process and
realism in making recommendations are both important.

P there is resistance in the institution (for a variety of reasons) to act on the
findings and recommendations. If possible, resistance needs to be identified
before the needs assessment, possibly by including various segments of the
institution in the process.

Methods and sources for data collection

Just as with other kinds of research, there are a variety of ways in which you
can collect data for a needs assessment. Quantitative data is helpful in getting
a broad picture, and qualitative data is helpful in gaining understanding through
detail and nuance. Using both approaches for the needs assessment is usually
best.

Reading @\

—

Questionnaires

Questionnaires have the advantage of being a standardised way to collect a great deal of
the same information from a many people. They are easy to administer and, if well
designed, the responses are easy to analyse and interpret. Questionnaires are often mailed
to respondents but this method can be unreliable and the response rate is usually low.
Administration by telephone or in person is often the best method. This requires training of
staff or volunteers to administer the questionnaires but guarantees data collection will be
collected reliably and in a timely manner.

If you are collecting data both from non-participants and current learners, you will need
different questionnaires aimed at these two groups. The questionnaire for learners will
focus on their use and satisfaction with current support services, whether they have unmet
needs, and whether they have specific suggestions for new or improved services. In the
case of those who are not students, you will want to know whether they have learning
needs that are unmet, whether there are barriers to their participation, and whether certain
kinds of support services would make a difference to their participation.

Questionnaires can also be used to collect socio-demographic data so that data can be
analysed according to certain profiles (e.g. rural women over the age of 30). It is important

as you design your questionnaire to carefully think through to what data you will need in
order to answer your most pressing questions.
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Questionnaires can employ rating scales, yes/no or true/false responses to aid ease of
analysis of data. If large numbers of people are being surveyed, no more than a couple of
open-ended questions should be asked on the questionnaires. This avoids collecting data
that is difficult to analyse and use. Questionnaires should always be pilot tested with
members of the target group prior to use in order to ensure that the questions are clear,
easy to answer, and do not raise issues outside of those being investigated.

Interviews and focus groups

Qualitative methods of collecting data about learner needs include interviewing individuals
and using focus groups (groups made up from members of the target group brought
together to give information). The advantage of focus groups is that the process is usually
more dynamic, with participants building on each others’ ideas. With either individuals or
groups, the interview or questioning method used to illicit information can range from
more structured (a pre-set protocol or set of questions, asked in the same way by a
facilitator who is trained to treat each situation alike) to less structured (more exploratory).
The purpose is to collect data that will add meaning to the quantitative information through
dialogue, exchange, and clarification. There is not necessarily a set number of interviews or
groups that is required to collect sufficient data. Rather, data analysis takes place as data is
collected by organizing the information received into units. Just as in the example of the
exploratory study using the critical incident technique in the previous unit, themes and
categories begin to emerge. Smaller categories can be grouped into larger overarching
themes. Interviews can continue until it is clear that there is redundancy in themes and
little or no new information is coming forth.

Key informants

You may also want to survey or interview key informants. These Key informants

are people in a community who are in a position to understand People in a community who
educational needs. They need not be professionals, nor must they are in a position to

be high profile (although they may be and it is important to include  ynderstand educational
those who will expect to be included). needs.

Many front-line workers and volunteers have valuable insights and knowledge about the
needs and services in their communities. If you employ this method in your needs
assessment, you will need to carefully select informants who represent a variety of
perspectives. Needs are perceived differently depending upon who is doing the perceiving
and the process can be quite value-laden. However, a broad variety of perspectives from
key informants can offer fresh perspective and the information obtained often serves as an
excellent basis for designing a questionnaire to be used with non-participants (those who
are not currently enrolled, perhaps because of barriers).

Persistence and participation rates

Persistence and participation rates are one indicator of how students evaluate their learning
experience. Records of how many students use particular services are helpful as are waiting
lists for a service. If analysis of persistence and participation can be done for specific
groups (e.g. younger students, full-time employed students), it may be very helpful. Record-
keeping is an important function within learner support, telling you who is using your
services, who is coming into the regional learning centres, who initiates contact with tutors,
and so on. Equally important is knowing who is not using learner support services and
why. Careful record-keeping can help answer these questions and add considerable value
to a needs assessment.

Institutional databases

Institutional databases often contain a wealth of information that can be helpful in
determining learner profiles and developing hypotheses about needs. Information such as
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age, gender, geographical location, work situation, previous educational experience,
previous grades achieved, cultural background, physical or other limitations can be found
in such databases. Registrar’s offices will also have information about enrolment and
withdrawal patterns in courses, and overall completion rates which you may be able to
analyse by learner characteristics. If this kind of information is not routinely being
collected, you may want to institute changes to your admission and enrolment forms and
your data recording procedures so that this kind of information is available in future for
institutional research.

Steps in needs assessment

Once you have determined readiness and commitment for a needs
assessment, you can begin planning. As always, a review of the literature will
provide you with a solid background. If you are interested in finding out about
a particular need, for example, serving special needs students, you will
definitely want to review the literature on this particular topic before starting.
The steps outlined in Unit 2 for planning a research project can be adapted
for planning a needs assessment:

5

—

Step 1: Clarifying your purpose and questions

Before you start, you will want to be clear about the rationale for the needs assessment, the
purpose of the investigation, and the specific questions that you want to answer. It may be

that there is a particular new area of concern that you want to investigate or that you have

noticed that your learner profile appears to be changing. In any case, the first step is to set

out your objectives in writing.

Step 2: Determining who has needs

Once you have set out the purpose of your needs assessment, you can decide who will be
the best source of information. A needs assessment can focus on those learners that are
currently enrolled and you can determine their level of satisfaction with the support they
are currently receiving, whether they perceive that their needs are being met, whether their
needs have changed, and whether they have unmet needs that you could do something
about. This type of investigations is sometimes called a satisfaction assessment but this can
be misleading. You want to ensure that you can identify changing or unmet needs as well
as those being met by current services.

A second possible (and important) target group for needs assessment is those learners and
potential learners not currently enrolled. Perhaps one of the barriers to their participation
has to do with their needs. In this regard, you might choose to assess the educational and
support needs in a particular community or geographical area (a community-wide
assessment), or those of a particular sub-group, for example, rural women that you
perceive to be underserved. An external needs assessment might be done in two or more
steps using these different approaches. You might first investigate the needs of the
community, and then if you identify a group with unmet needs, for example, rural women,
you could then focus your needs assessment on examining their challenges and how you
might help meet them.
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Step 3: Choosing an approach

There is no one right approach to needs assessment. As with any other research, your
guide will be the purpose of your investigation and contextual factors such as resources
available. If possible, it is important to use a variety of methods and sources of information
as those described above. A good starting point is to review what information is currently
available from institutional databases, service participation records, and any other existing
documentation. From this, you can try to develop a profile of your learners, their
behaviour, and their service usage. Then you can make a decision about whether to use
questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, or a combination of these to collect the data you
need to answer your questions.

Step 4: Setting out a plan of action

Your next step is to produce a written plan for your needs assessment including your
objectives, what information you need to meet these, from where you will collect the
information, the methods you will use, how you will analyse and report the findings, and
how you will disseminate the information and to whom. These steps should be set out
along specific timelines. As with any other plan, this will serve as your guide, and may
need to be revised as new information is discovered or new circumstances arise during the
process.

Step 5: Reporting your findings

It is important that you analyse, summarise and report the findings in a way that is most
accessible and useful to those who will receive the needs assessment results. (The guidance
in Unit 2 will be helpful in preparing the report.) It will be important to ensure that the
research findings are clearly linked to the problems and/or issues you identified at the
outset, that you state clearly what the implications of findings are for support services, and
that you suggest a choice of realistic actions for decision-makers to consider. In order to
enhance understanding of the findings and commitment to action, you may want to go
beyond dissemination of a written report. It may be helpful in making full use of the needs
assessment to give some oral presentations to particular groups within your institution and
if possible, to set up discussion groups to consider the findings and possible responses to
them. This type of dialogue can help move the process into a phase where improvements
in student experiences and learning can be realised.

Step 6: Using the needs assessment

To return to the beginning, the purpose of undertaking a needs assessment is to contribute
to better planning and priority setting as a basis for offering relevant, meaningful and useful
support services for learners. If the needs assessment achieves the purposes set out in the
research plan, the chances are that you will have a clearer idea of the type and extent of
your learners’ needs and you will have assessed the relative importance of these needs.
Finally, you will have some recommendations for action. Your findings should now be
incorporated into your planning process. Quality is an overarching concern in education.
Being able to demonstrate that programmes, services, and learning opportunities are of
high quality is essential for those who plan and provide learner support services. Careful
application of needs and satisfaction assessment are crucial in this process and should be
incorporated into the annual routines of practitioners.
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Activity 1 60 mins %
—

Laying the groundwork for a needs assessment

Assuming that you think a needs assessment is indicated in your context, write out your

responses to the following questions:
1 What reasons do you have for doing a needs assessment?
2 What signs in your institution indicate a needs assessment is required?

3  What do you hope to find out from the needs assessment? What specific questions do

you have?
4 Can the information you need be obtained in any other way?
5 Whose needs should be assessed?

6 Will a needs assessment answer your questions? (e.g. If you are concerned about a
service not being used such as group meetings in a regional learning centre, maybe you

need an evaluation focused on finding out why this service is underused?)
7 When does the needs assessment have to be completed in order to be most useful?
8 Does your institution or work unit have the resources to do a needs assessment?

Ask your colleagues to respond to the same questions and discuss your responses.
Differences in opinion will help you to clarify whether a needs assessment is necessary,

and if so, for what purpose.

The next set of questions will help you to determine the kind of information you need, and
whether there is commitment to use the information obtained. First write your own

responses to the questions. Then consult with others in your institution:

1 Has your institution or your work unit done a needs assessment before? What were the
results? Were these implemented? If there were problems with implementation, what

were these?

2 Imagine some possible results to a new needs assessment and reflect on the

implications for your work unit or institution?

3 Who will use the needs assessment? How much influence do they have to implement its

recommendations?

4 Does your institution have the resources and/or the staff to take action on what is
learned from the needs assessment or are you doing the needs assessment to make a

case for funding?
5 Could a new service or programme be considered at this time?
6 Could some parts of the programme or service be modified?

7 Could new methods or procedures be adapted? If no, why not?

Commonwealth of Learning 83



Handbook B6 — Researching tutoring and learner support

8 What is likely to be the commitment of the key people who would have to implement

any changes?

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Evaluating outcomes: a case study

In this last section of the handbook, you will have an opportunity to review an
ambitious ODL project, consider the various learner support mechanisms
employed, and think about how you would evaluate these for effectiveness,
efficiency, and other outcomes.The project is summarised in the paper,'Open
and Distance Learning in the Gobi Desert: Non-formal Education for
Nomadic Women’ written by Bernadette Robinson (1999).The project report
includes a needs assessment, specific objectives, and a fairly detailed
description of how the project was implemented, and the outcomes that
could be determined. The challenges for those involved in the project were
enormous, and the gains made were surprisingly substantial. As well as
describing the positive outcomes, the author identifies some of the
shortcomings, including oversights regarding various aspects of evaluation. The
project is an interesting one to examine because it involves the planning and
implementation of a non-formal education programme over a relatively short
period of time. Hence, it is an ODL case study that can be reviewed from
beginning to end. Despite extremely challenging circumstances, the project
team implemented a variety of learner support methods to assist learners in
their studies. Although an overall evaluation of the project was done, the
specific methods used (if any) for evaluating the learner support activities are
not described.

Activity 2 @_@

Analysing a case study: open and distance learning in the Gobi Desert

You will need to use the reading Robinson 1999 from the 5 for this activity.

Read the report ‘Open and Distance Learning in the Gobi Desert: Non-formal Education for
Nomadic Women’ by Bernadette Robinson (1999). Then do the following:

1 Identify all of the learner support mechanisms that were employed during the course of

the project. (You should be able to identify at least half a dozen.)

2 List all of the ways in which the author notes that data collection and other aspects of

evaluation could be improved. These are embedded in various parts of the report.

3 Write down the methods you would use to evaluate the effectiveness of each of the
learner support mechanisms you identified given the constraints of context and other

considerations such as cultural issues.

4 Compare your responses to the feedback at the end of the unit.
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5 Think about the next steps for the Gobi Desert project. Given what you know about the
learner characteristics, the objectives of the project, and the context, what other forms of
learner support might be both possible and effective? What evaluation methods would

you put in place for these? Is further needs assessment necessary?

The feedback to this activity is at the end of the unit B

Unit summary

In this unit, you considered various types of evaluation.You learned the steps
involved in preparing for and implementing a needs assessment, and
considered ways to ensure that the findings will be both useful and a call to
action.You also reviewed an educational project from the standpoint of a
learner support professional, looking at the fit between needs and support
methods employed and how each of the support services and resources
could be evaluated and improved. Needs assessment together with formative
and summative evaluation are the most common and useful means of
assessing the appropriateness and effectiveness of our service model and
every day practice, and should form part of our regular activities as

practitioners.

Study tip

Think about how the Gobi Desert project relates to your context.
What did you learn that you can use in your own work?

Discuss your thoughts with colleagues.

This brings you to the end of the handbook. We hope that you will be
enthusiastic about incorporating research and evaluation into your practice,
and that the course provided some new knowledge and skills that are

enabling you to do this.

Project task "‘

Planning a needs assessment

Following the same format and steps that you used in Unit 2 to plan a research project,

outline a needs assessment for some aspect of learner support in your institution.

1 Using your responses to questions from the previous needs assessment activity, start by
writing down the reasons for a needs assessment and the most important questions you
want answered. Consider how you want to approach the investigation. Do you just

need information from current learners or does the wider community need to be
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included in your study? The assessment may be short term such as a consultation with
focus groups from a specific population to find out how well their needs are being met
or the assessment may be more extensive if you feel this is what is needed at this time.

Once you have a good idea of what you would like to do with the needs assessment:

2 Using the information about methods and process provided above, write down a
research plan similar to the example given in Unit 2. Be only as detailed as you can be
at this time — you will fill in the plan as you gather more information. Try to be realistic
about timelines but keep in mind that these may have to change as information
becomes available or as circumstances change. As you work through your plan, think

carefully about resources needed and make notes about these.

3 Share the plan with colleagues, and meet with them to get feedback. Revise your plan
as appropriate. If the plan involves the cooperation of specific staff such as advisors,
tutors, or those who are located in regional learning centres, make sure to include them

in your consultation.

4 If developing the plan raises specific questions for you, try to get answers for these.

(e.g. What records do we keep of learner usage of learning centres?)

References
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Jossey-Bass

Feedback to selected activities

Feedback to Activity 1

Your responses to these questions and the discussion with your colleagues

should give you a good idea of whether a needs assessment is necessary, the
purpose of a needs assessment at this time, how ready you are to do a needs
assessment, and the commitment level to respond to the findings of the
investigation. Staff can feel threatened by a needs assessment, for example,
thinking that it is being done to evaluate their performance. Administrators
may be reluctant because they anticipate changes to service could present
new difficult challenges. Hence, discussion with colleagues at all levels is
important in laying the groundwork for a successful investigation. Engaging
them in the process of clarifying the objectives of needs assessment will help
them understand why a needs assessment could be a very positive step in
improving service to learners. Once you have agreement on purpose and
good sense of commitment, you will be ready to move ahead with confidence

to the planning and implementation of your needs assessment.

86 Practitioner research and evaluation skills training in open and distance learning



Unit 4: Examples of research and evaluation 2

Feedback to Activity 2

The report from the Gobi Desert Project is a useful case study in many ways.

It reveals that it is possible to provide learner support in the most challenging
of circumstances. In addition to print materials, women who participated in
the project had access to radio programmes, and local meetings that included
tutoring, demonstrations and skills coaching, and social interaction with peers.
Other sources of support included crash courses at district centres, small
information centres, visiting teachers, letter exchange through the travelling
box, and local newsletters. Presumably there were also administrative systems
(e.g. registration and course materials distribution). Although it was possible
through the final (summative) evaluation to identify a number of positive
outcomes and difficulties with the project, the author notes a number of ways

that evaluation could have been improved:

P better record-keeping would have provided information about
participation rates and learner characteristics

» formative evaluation would have allowed for improvements while the
project was in progress (e.g. self-reports of skills gained)

» no baseline information was collected, making it difficult to accurately

measure learning achievements.

Each of the learner support mechanisms can be evaluated through a variety
of means. For example, the group meetings might be evaluated through
participation rates and self-reports of satisfaction, as well as measurement of
gains in knowledge and/or skills and attitude change). Radio programmes
might be evaluated by short questionnaires in the print materials that could
be returned through the travelling box. Keep in mind, that the methods of
evaluation should relate back to the objectives of the project which were as
follows:

» to develop national capacity in non-formal education and open distance
education, and

P to assist Gobi women to survive the sudden changes affecting their lives
(through providing access to information and knowledge, changing
attitudes and developing skills for self-reliance and income generation).

The data collected can then be interpreted in the context of evaluating how
well these objectives are being met, and how learner support methods
contribute (or not) to meeting the objectives.
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