ONLINE SUBJECT DELIVERY – EXPERIENCES AND REFLECTIONS

Gerard de Valence and Rick Best 

Project Management, UTS

Abstract

This paper describes the online delivery of several elective subjects within the Construction Economics course at UTS.  The subjects are also available to students across the university, and they are enrolling in increasing numbers each year as the flexibility offered by the online approach, and their availability over the summer vacation make them very attractive to students from a variety of courses.  The paper looks at the structure and delivery of the subjects, and assesses their success in terms of student satisfaction and perceived educational value.  The results of the online student survey for the subject Facility Management are discussed.

Introduction

Online learning became an alternative to traditional class based teaching very quickly, although there are pronounced differences between institutions and disciplines.  As Rockley and Manning (2002) point out, for many students online learning is often highly effective and learners can take courses when and where appropriate for them.  For universities it is a way of providing courses to widely dispersed students who might otherwise be unable to access them.

Over the past few years, as more experience has been gained with online learning and the results of studies into these courses have become available, a number of key issues have emerged.  For example, Koen (2002) found an essential component of effective online education is the feeling of presence in the professor-student relationship.  How these studies will affect further development of online courses is not clear, Schakelman (2001) argued that online instruction has taken many shapes and forms but best online practices have yet to be established.  Instead, individual insights are realized and reported, often to a small audience, and educational innovators can find themselves unable to keep up with technological change or share their findings in a time-efficient manner. 

A comparison between on- and off-campus performances in online learning in the four areas of learning time, path of browsing courseware, intercommunication and adaptability towards online learning was carried out by Xie et al.  Their study showed that the time of online learning, paths of browsing courseware and inter-communication for on- and off-campus students are similar.  Differences between the on- and off-campus groups were found in competence of self-learning, enthusiasm of interpersonal exchanges, dependence on tutors, feeling of learning and student stress levels.

The differences between online and class learning can, however, be exaggerated.  Stark et al. studied development of two online certificate programs based on learning objectives.  One converted an existing, traditionally taught program and the other was a completely new development, with the new course expected to have certain advantages because it could be designed for online from the beginning.  Their result was that the residual "teacher" model from the existing course contributed to the success of the conversion and the fundamental learning processes and quality characteristics do not significantly change in the e-learning environment

Finally, Wang and Newlin (2002) investigated college students' personal choices for taking web-based courses and whether their self-efficacy for the course content and technological components would predict their performance in online sections of a class.  Students who enrolled because they enjoyed web-based learning environments or were curious about web courses had higher self-efficacy and better class performance than students who enrolled solely because of course availability. 

Online Learning in Construction

Lawther (2002) describes the development of an online construction course in Design Economics and Cost Planning.  This course starts and finishes with meetings between staff and students and the first online session is conducted as a class in a lecture theatre.  After two years the course was made available to distance students.  The outcome of focus group reviews of the course was favourable, with the flexibility, student empowerment and interaction through the discussion board positive characteristics.  The negatives were access, time management and student interpretation of material.

Zou, Marsden and Ong (2002) detail an e-learning project in a Construction Technology course on high-rise building construction.  The e-learning component was equivalent to four two-hour lectures.  The time required to create the web site and prepare the course material was greater than for traditional lectures.  

Online Courses at UTS

The Project Management program in the Faculty of Design, Architecture and Building at UTS .has offered three online subjects as electives that can be taken over the summer term for the last three years.  The subjects are: Project Management, Facility Management and Expert Witness.  Enrolment is open to any student from UTS, and in 2002-03 around half of the students came from other faculties.  The overall structure of the courses is similar, with a series of discussion questions that require regular submissions from the students and a major assignment.  This paper uses the Facilities Management subject as an example.
Facility Management as an online elective uses self-directed research, group discussion and presentation of a case study in the form of a website.  The subject is an introduction to facility management and covers strategic planning, organisational models, decision-making, functional plans, measurement of performance standards and environmental and contextual factors.
There are ten discussion questions and one assignment to be completed.  Discussion questions are worth 5 marks each, the case study 50 - there is no examination component.  Each student is expected to write 300 - 500 words on each discussion question, submitted to their group "discussion board".  Seven or eight students are grouped together for the discussion questions, and they can read and comment on each other’s posts. It is a course requirement that to pass the subject (overall) students must pass this component of the assessment. This part of the assessment regime was modified for the summer of 2002-2003 inasmuch as previously the discussion questions were not submitted and marked separately with the result that few students participated effectively. Once each student had each piece of work being marked then participation improved greatly.

The assignment is a case study of an organisation's facilities management practices.  The format of the case study is flexible, and students can focus on particular issues such as information technology, strategic planning, risk management, maintenance, occupational health and safety or worker productivity.  Case studies are submitted as html web pages with digital illustrations.
Survey Results

An online survey is provided for student feedback with the three summer subjects.  The results of the survey for the Facility Management subject are shown in Table 1, followed by the full questions as asked in the feedback survey.

	Question
	Excellent
	Good
	Satisfactory
	Poor

	Q1 Relevance
	33%
	56%
	11%
	0

	Q2 Teaching Strategy
	22%
	48%
	30%
	0

	Q3 Assistance
	19%
	37%
	44%
	0

	Q4 Expertise
	30%
	56%
	15%
	0

	Q5 Delivery
	15%
	52%
	33%
	0

	Q6 Goals and Standards
	22%
	44%
	30%
	4%

	Q7 Appropriate Assessment
	15%
	44%
	41%
	0

	Q8 Appropriate Workload
	26%
	44%
	30%
	0

	Q9 Generic Skills
	22%
	63%
	15%
	0

	Q10 Overall Assessment
	19%
	59%
	22%
	0


Table 1.
Percentage results by question and rating

Note: Total responses were 27 of 48 students.

Question 1 

Relevance is defined as the usefulness of the subject in professional practice and career requirements, and in particular, the importance of the subject to the demands of an increasingly globalised industry under the pressure of technological and economic change.

More than half of the respondents found the relevance of the course “good”, one third found it “excellent”.  An overwhelming majority of students (89%) therefore found the subject useful in their professional lives.

Question 2

Teaching strategy is defined as the method of presentation adopted in the subject, the extent to which lectures are well-structured, and the means by which they support flexible styles of participation.  Teaching strategy also encompasses the use technology in an effective manner, and the empowerment of students to take increased responsibility for the learning process.

More than two thirds (70%) of respondents rated teaching strategy as being excellent or good.

Question 3

Assistance is defined as the availability and approachability of the co-ordinating examiner and the support provided in cases of special study needs, personal difficulties, work pressures and other problems affecting academic performance.

The majority of students rated assistance as good or excellent.  None rated it as poor.

Question 4

Expertise is the level of knowledge and understanding exhibited by the lecturer in relation to the subject area and the credibility of this knowledge in the context of professional practice and future industry development.

More than half (56%) of respondents rated expertise as good, with one-third described it as excellent.  No student gave it a poor rating.

Question 5

Delivery is the ability of the lecturer to facilitate the communication of knowledge in a clear and understandable manner, to develop study materials, to provide feedback on student work, to motivate and engage students and to make the learning process interesting.

There were 56% of respondents who said the lecturer’s delivery was good.  No student described delivery as poor.

Question 6

Clear goals and standards encompasses the identification of objectives, assessment requirements, reference books and plan for the subject and the setting of clear expectations for the standard of work required by students.

This question identified the only student dissatisfaction with the course, but only 4% of responses (one) said clear goals and standards were poor.  On the other hand, a full two thirds of students (66%) rated this question as good or excellent.

Question 7

Appropriate assessment is defined as the balance of classwork, assignment work and formal examinations by which grades are determined in the subject, the effective testing of knowledge and competence, and the stimulation of higher order thinking.

There were 44% of respondents who believed assessment processes were good, with an almost equal number (41%) describing them as satisfactory.  Another 15% believed the assessment process was excellent – probably a reflection of the percentage of committed students who made the effort required and gained good marks.

Question 8

Appropriate workload is identified as the amount of time necessary to complete assessable tasks and preparatory/revisionary study for the subject, in the context that it is normal to devote time for assignment preparation and study off-campus equal to twice the timetabled subject hours per week.

The majority of survey respondents (70%) believed the workload was appropriate, rating it good or excellent.

Question 9

Generic skills are defined as the contribution of the subject to enduring skills such as effective communication, capacity to study and undertake research, ability to apply acquired knowledge to the workplace, the capacity to make decisions and solve problems and to work with minimal supervision.

This question attracted the highest percentage in the survey for a good rating, i.e. 63%.  Almost a quarter of students (22%) believed generic skills were excellent.

Question 10

Overall assessment of subject is defined as the balanced view or summary of the subject and its delivery in terms of the above criteria and/or other criteria which you may wish to apply or think relevant.

Almost 4 out of 5 students (78%) gave an overall assessment to the course of good or excellent.  No respondent rated the course as poor, and the other 22% believed the course to be satisfactory.

Student Comments

The student feedback survey allowed students to make comments about the course, and around half of the students that answered the survey also left comments.  These are quoted verbatim below.

1. Due to the festival season (Christmas and Chinese New Year), some of us having more than 1 summer course couldn't really cope with the workload. I must admit that some of my work are rushed (sic) in the very last minute. If given another chance for me to retake the whole course, I will do even better. Nevertheless, this has given me a great chance to know what is 'Online studying'.
2. The course was very interesting and effective. With self directed learning I found that I learnt much more as I was required to search for information myself rather than being given all the information.
3. Similar to PM, the website assignment is too high in percentage. Designing web is not really relevant to everyone and a person without that knowledge will greatly be affected by the result of the assignment. Could have some alternatives for student to choose so to have a more fair result.
4. I found the online discussion board to be adhered to promptly by the teaching stuff. Relevance of all material covered was also an essential attribute.

5. Overall is fine

6. I enjoyed the flexibility this subject offered.  I also enjoyed submitting online and receiving feedback.

7. Great work guys

8. All in all a well delivered and informative subject, however the only area lacking was promptness of feedback. That is, for some questions it took 3 - 4 weeks to receive my mark for a discussion question. This is one area I think should be looked at.

9. I really enjoyed the style of this subject with the weekly essays, and I learnt a lot from them, cause they were weekly and gave u a lot of time to think and research

10. My only criticism, which comes from the fact that I am hopeless in computers, is that maybe the final assignment could have been a normal case study instead of a website cause there wasn’t enough preparation given to understand website, and something like this benefits more from one to one teaching rather than online.

11. Thank you

12. May need more help and advise on Website Design.

13. I enjoyed doing this subject this semester with no regrets whatsoever, I believe it

Conclusion

The favourable results of the student feedback survey are notable.  Of the total of 270 responses (10 questions by 27 student respondents) there was only one that gave a rating of poor (for “clear goals and standards”).  This result is similar to the results for the other two online subjects, with many students doing two, and in some cases all three of the online subjects offered.

There are probably two key elements in the student perception of the course.  The first is way the continuous assessment process creates a regular link between the staff responsible for running the course and the students.  This is the idea of “presence” again.  Each student gets an individual comment on each of their discussion question posts and there is a general comment posted for the group on each discussion question.  This clarifies what the lecturer was looking for in the answers and how marks were gained or lost.

The second element is the motivation of the students themselves.  These are courses voluntarily undertaken over the summer break and most students appreciate the opportunity to take them.  This is the flexibility factor, which in turn has two aspects because students typically have two reasons for doing the courses.  The summer term allows students to spread their study workload over three semesters rather than two, which is important at UTS because many of our students are working full-time and studying.  On the other hand, for some students this is an opportunity to accelerate their study and complete some of the credit points required for graduation as quickly as possible.  Therefore, these students are typically highly motivated and prepared to make the effort required to do well in the online courses they undertake.

The steady increase in the number of students enrolling in the three summer subjects is also an indicator of their acceptance by the students across the university.  This year there were students from Engineering, Nursing, IT and Business as well as Construction Management students, with a total of 170 enrolments in the three subjects, with than half those coming from outside our discipline. The results from the student feedback surveys for all three subjects were very similar.

From the student feedback surveys the Facility Management subject was found to be educationally sound (the teaching strategy question) in terms of the skills and knowledge contained with in them (the generic skills question result).  These were the questions with very high good or excellent responses.  The overall assessment question result (78%good or excellent) also shows how well the subject was received.
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