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We are presenting the latest phase of an ongoing research project into the evolution of the UW online magazine which we use to engage students, staff and expert practitioners and the community in ESD. This phase investigates the internal side of susthingsout.com which we use as a VLE and course management site for our sustainability electives which are available to all 1st and 2nd year undergraduates and our masters in Sustainable Development Advocacy. 

We will explain 
The research context

The research methodology

Briefly describe the findings – i.e. the good practice that is driving student engagement with susthingsout.com and the limitations that we have encountered. As the staff team have agreed the VLE offers students significant opportunities to engage in deep learning for sustainability and develop valuable personal, academic, and employability skills we believe that the pathways to overcome these limitations are worth pursuing. Further development of the VLE is already being undertaken. 

Suggest how the good practice we have identified can be enhanced and how the limitations might be overcome. 
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UW is in the midlands in the UK.  It has an annual income of £90m, teaches around 10k student and employs 1100 staff.  It has had a commitment toward sustaibility in its last two strategic plans, and sustainability is one of 6 core values.  Sustainability committee chairs by PVC, and sustaibility policy since 2007. Last audit (on 2013 curriculum) show ESD is embedded 34% of our teaching and broadly spread across all institutes.  Offer sustaibility as an elective for 1st and seconds years, and have a master in SDA.  One of the longest running masters in ESD.  


External context

- Urgent need to embed sustainability principles and practice across

society (UN, 2016); HE offers a significant opportunity to drive this

> Students can be collaborators for change with influence on

family/friends, campus, wider community and future work places

« Use of VLEs and technology enhanced learning in ESD has been

gaining momentum

- Student expectations of gaining employability skills
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susthingsout.com

www.susthingsout.com

Aims:
» Deep learning for sustainability
» Critical thinking skills
» Peer-to-peer learning and support
« Tutor to student feedback

» Assist students to accept and participate in digital learning culture —
bridge gap between social media and digital literacy

» Equip learners and tutors with enhanced digital proficiency
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We are presenting the latest phase of an ongoing research project into the evolution of the UW online magazine which we use to engage students, staff and expert practitioners and the community in ESD. This phase investigates the internal side of susthingsout.com which we use as a VLE and course management site for our sustainability electives which are available to all 1st and 2nd year undergraduates and our masters in Sustainable Development Advocacy. 

We will explain 
The research context

The research methodology

Briefly describe the findings – i.e. the good practice that is driving student engagement with susthingsout.com and the limitations that we have encountered. As the staff team have agreed the VLE offers students significant opportunities to engage in deep learning for sustainability and develop valuable personal, academic, and employability skills we believe that the pathways to overcome these limitations are worth pursuing. Further development of the VLE is already being undertaken. 

Suggest how the good practice we have identified can be enhanced and how the limitations might be overcome. 


http://www.susthingsout.com/

susthingsout.com

Research outcomes:

The analysis of the qualitative data identified 4 themes that influence

the experiences of students and staff:
> Pedagogic factors

> Operational factors

> Cultural factors

> External factors

6 successes and 5 barriers identified within 4 themes
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Aims for susthingsout.com. It will facilitate: 
Deep learning for sustainability
Critical thinking skills
Peer-to-peer learning and support
Tutor to student feedback 
Assist students to accept and participate in digital learning culture – bridge gap between social media and digital literacy 
Equip learners and tutors with enhanced digital proficiency

Demo- have pages pre opened.  Start with external site.  Show home page, click to education, scroll down to nursing article, show how available to all for magazine article of colleagues research, with academic links, and ability to easily embed videos/sound files.  Go to VLE 1st years.  Explain tabs resources but don’t click any where.
Hover over sust1001to show content.  Click on local/global.  Show content click slides but don’t go into any
Go to group posts.  Explain used to gain confidence.  Go to individual posts, page 1 page tow, highlight not all students add images take one post show tutor comment.
If there’s time go to second years posts….  Tom’s posts and comments.
The analysis of the qualitative data collected identified 4 themes that influence the experiences of students and staff:
Pedagogic factors, Operational factors, Cultural factors, External factors
6 successes and 5 barriers identified within 4 themes 



Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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Students engage in deep learning for ESD

Students develop critical thinking skills

Students engage in knowledge management within a community of
learners (students, staff and expert practitioners)

Students develop competence over time with support and guidance

VLE drives a learning culture for ESD in which students develop a
professional sustainability voice

VLE supports the students’ expectations of an employability culture
within Higher Education

N

Operational

Cultural

External
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But does it create a community of practice stimulating  deep learning for ESD, critical thinking skills  and digital proficiency? 

The analysis of the qualitative data collected identified 4 themes that influence the experiences of students and staff:

Pedagogic factors
Operational factors
Cultural factors
External factors

These successes 

Students develop competence over time with teaching teams’ support and guidance; enhanced training and operating instructions have improved user confidence and competence
VLE drives a learning culture for ESD by providing a forum enabling students to devlop a professional sustainability voice and enhance their communication skills 
VLE supports the employability culture of Higher Education; engagement enables students to demonstrate participation in ESD and competence in digital literacy to potential employers 
Students clearly recognise the VLE provides a stamp in their passport to employment; an opportunity to demonstrate digital proficiency to potential employers



Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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Students engage in deep learning for ESD

“You... get the feedback from the lecturers and

that to develop your ideas”

1st year UG

Operational
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Feedback from the tutors is obviously very important to students and has been raised by a number of participants. 


.

Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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Students develop critical thinking skills

“It’'s a nice friendly environment where you can
Informally comment on people’s profiles and it’s a
nice interactive environment which can be used to

enhance your learning.”
2nd year UG
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The friendly environment has encouraged students to post. It is familiar as it operates in a similar way to social media – you write your opinions and publish them. Responses help develop thinking skills. Help from tutors to examine what is posted rather than just accept it is supporting the development of critical thinking skills. 

This needs more work but we’re heading in the right direction. 
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Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com

X\ Pedagogical
Operational
Cultural
External

Students engage in knowledge management within a community of
learners (students, staff and expert practitioners)

“We can all see people’s opinions or you can then
have a discussion or ask someone’s advice. It gives
you an opportunity to discuss things which you

maybe couldn’t in class.” Q @
2nd year UG >
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The tutors recognise that students are developing techniques to manage their thoughts and begin to discuss their ideas online over time. The forum groups discussed the opportunities the VLE offers to discuss topics that they felt uncomfortable on too inexperienced to discuss in class. It gives students a way to practice voicing their opinion in a safe environment amongst their colleagues.


Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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Cultural
External

Students develop competence over time with support and guidance

“At the start no one seems very confident in what
they’re doing but after the first couple of weeks it
changes.”

1st year UG
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Students develop competence over time with teaching teams’ support and guidance; enhanced training and operating instructions have improved user confidence and competence. 
As with all classes some students just don’t engage – either through choice or through different learning needs. The tutors need to work hard to differentiate between the 2. We are using class time to encourage posting so that we can help those in need of support and encourage those lacking motivation. This continual reinforcement takes a while but by the time students need to use the VLE to support their assignments the skills are generally there. 


Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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X\ Cultural
External

VLE drives a learning culture for ESD in which students develop a
professional sustainability voice

“It’'s also finding your own opinions on things... at
the end of the course you can look back and see
how our opinions have changed.”

1st year UG
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VLE drives a learning culture for ESD by providing a forum enabling students to develop a professional sustainability voice and enhance their communication skills.

The experienced 2nd year users have clearly demonstrated their development in use of sustainability language and willingness to express their opinions. Its encouraging that some 1st years recognise the need to develop their own opinion and be comfortable expressing them. More work needs to be done to develop the students confidence in using the VLE early on. Links to barrier. 


Good practice: VLE successes

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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VLE supports the students’ expectations of an employability culture
within Higher Education

“I really like the idea of sitting in an interview and
hyperlinking all our work”

2nd year UG
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VLE supports the employability culture of Higher Education; engagement enables students to demonstrate participation in ESD and competence in digital literacy to potential employers 
Students clearly recognise the VLE provides a stamp in their passport to employment; an opportunity to demonstrate digital proficiency to potential employers



Barriers

Factors influencing
student/staff
experiences of
susthingsout.com
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Barrier

Limited recognition of purpose and intention of the VLE

Limited self confidence and self belief in use of the VLE

Students as ‘digital natives’ — expectations from their social
media environment

Perceptions of the VLE as a community of enquiry

Limited recognition of the VLE as an opportunity to
demonstrate sustainable learning
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Operational

Cultural

External
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The students have developed a culture of ‘just in time’ learning which the VLE currently doesn’t facilitate. 


.

Good practice: Development pathways

Barrier Suggested development pathways

Limited recognition of - Establish expectations:
purpose and intention

of the VLE > Differentiate learning and information

> Quality and content of online interactions
- Establish academic challenge to encourage engagement

- Communicate peer-to-peer knowledge transfer and learning
outcomes

Limited self confidence Understand students’ ability and willingness to engage with
and self belief in use of digital learning
the VLE . : : : :

» Facilitate student interaction to generate learning experiences

e Set expectations to manage boundary between specialist
opinion and student creativity

» Develop student skills to become co-creators
» Maximize similarity with established social media

» Training and continual communication of processes
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Understand students’ ability and willingness to engage with digital learning – 
Time pressures from part time job, social life etc
Lack of familiarity with the VLE
No instant messaging 
Not Blackboard so it is seen as a supplementary tool

Key to developing successful digital learning tools is to set expectations 
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Good practice: Development pathways

Barrier Suggested development pathways

Students as ‘digital natives’ — » Understand the student experience
expectations from their social

: ) » Establish learning outcomes to create boundary
media environment

between formal and informal learning

* Implement instant messaging function

Perceptions of the VLE as a  Facilitate knowledge building and participatory
community of enquiry engagement through mutual support, communication
and collaborative learning

» Develop reflective approaches through exploration of
user generated content

Limited recognition of the VLE - Engage participants with an individual and collective
as an opportunity to sense of responsibility
demonstrate sustainable

: « Develop aspects of the VLE to provide business
learning

needs/employability skills

- Link to assessment to enhance participatory
engagement
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Including a messaging function may help manage expectations although these need to be clearly explored at the start of the module. 

The students have developed a culture of ‘just in time’ learning which the VLE currently doesn’t facilitate. This JIT learning involves having access to information for short term use, largely to complete an assignment whereas we aim to develop skills and knowledge (Community of enquiry vs community of practice). This comes in part from their experience of social media where their thoughts are instantly available to their world but are only interesting for a short time. We suggest developing a requirement for reflective content within assignments that will work towards overcoming short term view. This could be enhanced by facilitating the peer support available within the VLE – perhaps in class activities requiring students to post/comment on a post as a group to encourage communication and collaborative learning. 

We recommend establishing some boundaries to engage students in formal learning to seek information and develop knowledge for themselves rather than expecting to be simply given information. This can also help to establish a sense of responsibility in establishing personal opinions which are needed for their future job roles. 

Our experiences in other modules suggest if activities are linked to the assignments you may enhance student engagement.  A similar approach will also facilitate students being able to demonstrate learning of sustainability which in turn may encourage ongoing learning. 



Conclusions

- The research suggests our VLE is successful but not without limitations

driven by pedagogical, operational, cultural and external factors

- The key to a successful VLE is to:

> Set expectations of both students and staff and continually reinforce
them

> Understand the student experience
> Differentiate learning and information
> Facilitate tutor and peer feedback

> Link interaction to assessment
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This research has highlighted a significant difference between tutors’ hopes for a professional community of practice and students' perceptions of an informal community of enquiry
An ongoing management process to establish and communicate  expectations through formal learning outcomes, continual communication of processes and reinforcing content and quality of interactions is suggested to drive participatory engagement with digital learning, develop critical thinking skills and digital proficiency

Potential to cause anxiety – some students experienced stress and embarrassment having to publicly display their thoughts. One student recognised the expectation that everyone will have to do this within the workplace so they should accept it 
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