Essential Student Skills: New to blended learning?

Introduction

In this session we will look at what it means to work and study through a variety of
different methods. We will also look at some of the challenges and the advantages
you will face as you embark on your blended learning experience and what
preparations you can make to ensure that you are ready for study.

Objectives
By the time you have completed this section of the induction you should:
e Understand what blended learning is
« |dentify many advantages of studying through a blend of technologies
« ldentify some of the challenges of studying using a blend of technologies

'Conference' - Shutterstock

About blended learning

Many courses at UHI are delivered using blended learning. This means that they are
delivered using a blend of techniques, mixing the use of technology with more
traditional teaching methods. Programmes at UHI range from those delivered
completely face to face to those that are delivered 100% online - most however will
lie somewhere in between with several different formats used to deliver the course.

Traditional course

Blended learning Online learning

Mixture of formats

Entirely classroom based

Entirely online

Alternative delivery methods

While studying at UHI you will get the opportunity to use technology in a number of
ways to assist your learning. In a blended course, students are usually required to
attend some classes on campus while completing other technology-based work
remotely. Very often there will be materials on the UHI Learning Environment —
Brightspace - that will be used to supplement and enhance classroom delivery. Other


http://www.shutterstock.com/pic.mhtml?id=28611130&src=id

modes of delivery and learning tools may also be used in some courses: e.g.
videoconferencing, discussion boards, live chat software etc.
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Don't panic!

If these tools are used within your course, then you will be given full instructions on
how to use them effectively and efficiently

[Audio file]: Blended learning - The way the course was taught (26 seconds)

“The way the course was taught, it was blended learning, we had
VC seminars, and discussion boards and blackboard and that
worked really well because | could see other students, | could watch
it on streaming if | missed, if | missed a VC session, | could watching
it on streaming and still feel like there’s contact with other students. |
could ask questions directly in real time with the tutors, and that was
just fab”

People who are here to help

Online Learning in a new way can be very strange and
you may feel nervous, bewildered or even abandoned in Teaching Staff
this new world of learning. Don't worry. This is normal.
Just remember that beyond this computer there are real CAROLIN HUNTER
people who understand the challenges you face and are Y,
available and ready to help.

You can find details of who these are in the ‘Teaching Teaching staff widget
Staff’ widget in your unit/module in the Brightspace

Learning Environment (LE) (shown opposite). NB: Clicking on the staff member's
role (e.g. Lecturer) will reveal further information about them.

In addition each student is allocated a personal academic tutor (PAT) who is there to
help them through their studies. PATs are members of teaching staff and, where
possible, your PAT will be teaching on your course, or have some expertise in your
area of study. If this is not possible, don’t worry. All PATs are experienced teachers
and will be able to help you with all aspects of studying. You’ll normally meet your
PAT during induction and you’re expected to meet at least twice more during the
academic year.

Remember you are on a massive learning curve during the first few weeks of your
course. You have to:
« become proficient with the use of the learning technologies
e become used to working at a new, higher level with all the expectations and
demands that involves
e become used to what it means to be a UHI student
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e become used to your class being spread across a wide geographical area and
learn your subject!
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Blended learning may be a new and challenging experience for you. Don’t worry!
The good news is that many students have studied this way and many go on to
perform very well.

"Online learning is one of the most demanding methods of learning
because it requires self-discipline and determination to follow it
through. It is certainly not the easy option. However, it is also one of
the most rewarding ways to learn because the student can do it at
their own pace to suit their personal circumstances. Staff are very
sensitive to the needs of their students and are usually around for a
chat online with other students during the day or in the evenings and
can often arrange face to face sessions or video-conference where
that is needed. The learning may be online but it is certainly not
solitary. The support is there and flexible to suit the student’s needs
and there is a sense of student community even though it is
online. Students on the same course over a period of time tend to
get know and become very supportive of each other."

ALLANE HAY
DEPUTY HEAD OF ACADEMIC PARTNERSHIPS, UHI AND STUDENT

The learning road map

One major misunderstanding about blended learning surrounds the material
provided in the online part of the unit/module. It is sometimes believed that all you
need to know in order to pass a unit/module is on your screen.

..Itisn't.

The unit/module structure provides something similar to a
road map with milestones and landmarks identified and
described. These are the key points of your learning and,
like a map, they shows you where to go next. The material
for each week, introduces a subject, theme or aspect of the
content and provides suggested additional readings,
discussion topics and tasks for you to undertake to build
your understanding of that subject, theme or aspect. It then
introduces the next subject, theme or aspect assuming that
you have completed the reading, tasks and learning
from the previous section. If you have not done so you

may find it difficult to understand the next stage. e

. . (88/365) life road map by
It is designed to take you step by step along the road to Britt-knee from Flickr,
meeting its objectives and to your successful completion. If used under Creative

Commons 2.0 license

you do not become involved and you fail to follow the
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directions you will become lost and you will not learn all that is necessary to
complete. This is just like learning in a classroom. The learning process is the same,
the medium is different. To make it work demands your motivation, your discipline
and your willingness to take from it all it can give. It is essential that you become
involved: with your lecturers; your personal academic tutor; the course materials;

the wider reading for the subject; and your peer group of students (yes, there are
others out there!).
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If you do not become involved and you fail to follow the directions you will become
lost and you will not learn all that is necessary to complete. This is just like learning
in a classroom. The learning process is the same, the medium is different.

Advantages and challenges of online learning

“Meaningful learning occurs when learners are actively engaged”

(Richards, 2011; as cited in Rajabalee,
Santally and Rennie, 2020) but this
engagement does not happen automatically,
you have to work at it. Being a regular and
willing participant in online activities (like
discussions) matters — this will encourage
your fellow students, and lecturers, to do the
same.

A certain proportion of your course will
probably be delivered using technologies Canva Studio, from Pexels

such as video conferencing and the VLE.

You have probably already decided that there are advantages to learning this way.
That is why you are here, enrolled on your programme and working your way
through this session.

Over the next few months, as you are getting used to a new way of working, you
might find you forget about the advantages you identified when you applied for the
course so it is probably a good idea to make a list of those reasons and keep it safe
so you can refer to it later when you need a boost.

The next two pages will focus on the online aspects of your course and ask you to
think about the advantages and challenges of studying online.

Advantages of blended learning

Reasons for studying online
Take 10 minutes now to complete this first task.

e Find a piece of paper or a computer
o Title the paper or electronic folder ‘Induction’
o Jot down (or type) your reasons for enrolling on an online course
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When you have done, click below to reveal some ideas. Should any of these be on
your list?
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Why blended learning?

e It allows me to study locally.

e | don’t need to leave the area.

e | don't like a classroom setting.

o | get to interact with other students on my course in the video-conferencing
classes
| get to interact with lecturers in the VC classes.
| have access to UHI libraries and electronic resources.
| have access to my local college facilities such as childcare, gym, cafe, etc
The variety of methods of learning is stimulating.
| study best when | can organise my own learning.
It allows me to study where | want; even outside if | choose.
It allows me to be flexible about when | study.
It allows me to communicate online regularly with others outside my area.
It allows me to balance my work and family commitments with my studies.
It allows me to earn income and study at the same time.

Audio: Advantages of studying online

“There was a formal induction via Skype which was quite useful,
otherwise | suppose it has just evolved. | was glad early on in the
course, that a number of us did make an effort to get in touch with
each other and some of us have kept it up — | think that it is a
genuine friendship as well, and | think that’s been a great thing. And
| don’t think being outside Scotland, I've not felt in any way excluded
from that, you know it doesn’t really matter where you are, it's quite
nice like that.”

The challenges of blended learning

We have just looked at your reasons for studying blended learning. Hold on to them,
in your folder. Now we will have a look at the challenges of blended learning
because it is not all good and some students find it difficult at first. If we can identify
the potential problems, we can also put in place some solutions so that the really
difficult bits can be avoided (or minimized).

Challenges
Take a few more minutes to consider the disadvantages of studying blended
learning.

When you have finished click the button below to reveal some ideas which have
been drawn from what we have been told by students over the years. Please
remember that one person’s disadvantage might be another’s preference so there
are no right or wrong answers.
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The downside of blended learning
« | may be lonely if there are no other students in my location.
| will need to be very proactive if | want to engage with other students.
What will the classroom environment be like if the lecturer is at a distance?
| am afraid | won’t get the help | need with my study.
| am not very self-disciplined.
| am easily distracted when | work on my own.
What if someone in the class is disruptive?
| am not very good with computers.
My family and friends will interrupt me.
| am unsure how to go about studying independently.
| won’t know what to do if something goes wrong.
| am not sure the learning and teaching will be as good
My work sometimes requires me to take extra shifts (or | need the money so |
take extra shifts). How will | manage this and my study?

Did you list some or even all of these? If so, you can be sure that you are not alone
in your concerns because most students have the same anxieties. The purpose of
this induction is to help you deal with the possible problems so we will move on now
to some of the solutions to your concerns.

A learning community
Many students worry about the
loneliness of online study and fear ,H, "  §

they will be sitting alone in their 1- b i ;
kitchen or study with no-one to share f f
ideas or to chat with. It would be *; ‘f

learning can provide the same e f - f

wrong to suggest that blended

experience as you can getin a e v
traditional university but blended L =

learning provides the opportunity for — =t

students to work together, to -~

develop friendships and support
h p. d f K PP | ‘3D Social Networking' by StockMonkeys.com from Flickr,
mechanisms and 10 WOrk as a Class. used under Creative Commons 2.0 license

These communities are often based
around virtual communications rather than in person.

Online, people are real people with the same fears and anxieties, the same
challenges to their learning and the same modules and assessments. They are your
community. This is the reality of blended learning. But to make it happen, you have
to understand it and make use of it and be prepared to participate and support others
too.

Research has shown that students, who engage with other students to form a
learning community, whether online or in a classroom, feel more motivated and
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supported and learn more than those who study without engaging with other
students (Thurber and Trautvetter, 2020; Cavatino et al., 2021). Evidence also points

to the connection between consistent interaction over time, persistence and eventual
success (Shelton et al., 2017).
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Studying an online course from overseas
Listen to the experience of one student studying an entirely online course from
overseas.

Audio: The experience of studying entirely online from overseas

“There was a formal induction via Skype which was quite useful,
otherwise | suppose it has just evolved. | was glad early on in the
course, that a number of us did make an effort to get in touch with
each other and some of us have kept it up — | think that it is a
genuine friendship as well, and | think that’s been a great thing. And
| don’t think being outside Scotland, I've not felt in any way excluded
from that, you know it doesn’t really matter where you are, it's quite
nice like that.”

You should now be more aware of the advantages and challenges to blended
learning and this should better prepare you to be a confident student.

Additional information
You can find more information about online learning at UHI by visiting the UHI
'Online learning' page.
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