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Online Discussions Replacing Tutorials for Large Cohorts
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MANG1005 The Individual and the Organisation is a core unit for first-years in the School of management and over the past few years the cohort has risen to around 80 plus students. Before the introduction of e-learning, the teaching load was two lectures plus one small-group tutorial per week. The latter meant that the tutor had to run at least six repeats of the tutorial each week, which took far too much time. They were often ineffective educationally as well, with many students coming unprepared or not taking an active part in the debate. Student feedback indicated that they wanted more focus and structure to the tutorials.

With advice and support from LATEU, the tutor decided to replace the tutorials with online discussions in a Blackboard course. A list of students obtained from the School office was used to assign them into groups of seven or eight, depending on the actual number of students in the cohort. Care was taken with the grouping to ensure a balanced mix of gender and nationality. In practice, some students did not enrol in the course until its second week and some adjustment of the groups was required.

Blackboard’s Groups tool was used to create a private discussion board for each group and the students were given clearly written guidance on how to engage with the task. In the first week, every student must post 150 words on their experience of work as a non-assessed ‘ice-breaker’ which familiarises them with the technology. This is followed by the first of three 2-week topics, e.g. “What are the benefits of dividing psychology into five different conceptual categories and how does work psychology relate to people working in organisations in the 21st century?”. There is a core text, but students are encouraged to read around the topic by the assessment criteria.

One student in each group self-selects themselves to post an initial message to commence and stimulate the debate by day 5. The rest of the group must post at least one academically significant message each by day 10, responding to any message or raising new points. Finally, a second student posts a final message summarising the discussion on day 14. The cycle starts again with the next topic, with other students in the group taking on the role of starter and summariser. To encourage debate, the initial message and summary can be a maximum of 400 words but all other messages must have less than 250 words, however there is no limit on number of contributions per student and being a starter or summariser does not preclude other contributions.

Each student’s contribution to each topic is assessed on these criteria:

a. Shows an understanding of the main issues in the discussion topic.

b. Gives a critical analysis of the question in terms of depth of discussion.

c. Shows they can present an argument/debate for different views.

d. Includes reference to the literature they have read.

To make things simple and quick for the tutor, the grades for each criteria are excellent, good, adequate or poor. Any student who fails to post a message gets a zero grade for that topic. The total marks for all three topics are worth 25% of the unit, with the other 75% being made up of an extended essay (25%) a multiple choice examination covering the whole unit and a conventional essay-type exam question covering selected topics (other than those used within the discussion boards).

A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was created to help the tutor keep track of the grades, with one row per student and four columns for each topic’s criteria. Note how each of the four topics has four criteria (C1, C2, C3 and ref) each of which is given a grade (e.g. e = excellent). Formulae were used to automatically calculate the total grade for each student and express it as a percentage. 
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Other formulae were used to analyse the grades in more detail so that any performance gains across the topics could be seen.
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Overall, the use of e-learning to replace the tutorials with structured online debates has been very successful. The students are more engaged with the course and have achieved high grades. The analysis shows that their grades improve significantly as they progress through the topics and learn to use (and reference) a wider range of sources. The unit’s failure rate dropped from around 15% to zero. The tutor saves hours of effort each week and can fit in the monitoring and grading of the discussions around her other commitments. Some students complained about the reduction in face-to-face contact, but then failed to attend any of the drop-in sessions organised by the tutor. The tutor found that the workload decreased in the second year because the planning and set-up was already done and her experience made her more relaxed about monitoring the groups.

The tutor provided clear and detailed guidance on the process of the online discussions, as well as advice about working in groups.
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At the end of the module, the tutor provided all students with feedback on their exam performance and the online discussions.
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