
EMPOWERING THE LEARNER, LIBERATING THE 
TEACHER? COLLABORATIVE LECTURES USING OLD AND 
NEW TECHNOLOGIES 
 
 

DR DAN JACKSON AND DR RICHARD BERGER 
 
THE MEDIA SCHOOL, BOURNEMOUTH UNIVERSITY 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes


I’ll talk through 3 examples of utilising collaborative lectures by the authors

Then discuss some of the key tensions that emerge from our evaluation of the projects



THE PROJECT 
CONTEXT 
The limitations of ‘traditional’ lectures for fostering learning 
 
Students as co-creators of knowledge rather than passive 
recipients 
 
The participatory architecture of Web 2.0 supports this – how 
do we better aggregate the social and cultural practices of 
our students in their own learning? 
 
Exhibition and classrooms without walls 
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Reflecting on how I and colleagues have traditionally given lectures has led to a feeling that the time could be better spent than the lecturer imparting their wisdom upon students for an hour. There’s still something that bugs me about how units like this are structured. Every week I go away and find case studies and examples, I read books and think about how to present the arguments of theorists in ways that make sense. I create slides which hopefully present useful synopses of ideas, and to do this I must synthesise all the material so I’m quite sure I know enough to do a coherent lecture.
 
All of these activities ensure that I learn a lot about my subject. In fact, it turns out that in research into how people learn, one of the most effective ways to learn something is to be responsible for teaching someone else. It’s almost as though the university institution is set up the wrong way round – teachers do most of the learning, instead of the students!”

For me, A particular problem with how we traditionally do lectures is that it can foster a passive learning culture in the students, whereby learning is something that happens to them, rather than something they actively shape. 
Furthermore, lectures replicate a passive learning experience that, today, is widely available in mobile fashion (TED, iTunes U etc etc)

Second, listening to (or reading) a lecture primarily fosters “remembering and understanding” (at least for those students who do not have auditory learning barriers like learning english as a second language or dyslexia).
 
“Remembering and understanding” are two behaviors in the learning process that fall at the lowest level of Bloom’s taxonomy which illustrates a series of hierarchic categories of the learning process. The higher categories on the revised  Bloom’s taxonomy including applying, analyzing, evaluating and creating. 
In university learning, these behaviors are frequently fostered in seminars which are small and demand a student’s active participation in the instruction of the class and are assessed through summative, large-scale research papers at the end of a term. 

But what if every single university class meeting became an opportunity to apply, analyze, evaluate or create? How would that transform the university learning experience? 

Since the late 1990s onwards, many of our students are actively involved in ‘Web 2.0’ phenomena such as online fanfic writing and fan filmmaking. 
Many are used to publishing to wider audiences, through social media
They are also ‘digital natives’ - but we as educators still fail to aggregate these types of activities

Taking fanfiction as an example, the general trend seems to be that these fan writings and films fill in ‘gaps’ which exist in, or between, the ‘official’ texts. Fan creators seem to enjoy developing minor characters, or bridging gaps between canonical texts, whilst remaining broadly ‘faithful’ to the overall narrative. Fanfic writers have to go through a rigorous peer-review process, where they get feedback on their work, before improving them for publication. Prensky recognises the pedagogic nature of such hurdles:
“One of the great differences between today and times past is that, formerly, students created whatever they did for an audience of one – their teacher. But today’s students can create for, and share their work with, a world audience.”






COLLABORATIVE 
LECTURES 

• Setting students tasks to 
provide and generate content 
for entire lectures; 
 

• either in the form of definitions 
of a topic;  
 

• examples to support a topic; 
 

• or creative production work 
responding to, or critiquing a 
topic. 
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Students would be given tasks between lectures (such as taking pictures, drawing characters, finding definitions and supplying examples), and the subsequent lecture would draw upon this material, thus giving students greater ownership of the lectures as ‘co-creators’ of knowledge (Freire, 1970). 

Students are given the title of the upcoming lecture at least a week in advance, and are given a number of tasks such as providing definitions, examples and stories relating to their own lives; all with the intention of making them active seekers of information rather than passive recipients (Hall, 2003). They post any material they find on the discussion forums, blogs or by email, which I can then use in my lecture.

Sometimes we will be quite prescriptive in the examples/ definitions we ask for. Other times less so

 Informed by Jowitt’s (2006) complaint that too much learning is assessed through language, students are also encouraged to find or make their own pictures or moving images. The use of discussion forums means that separate discussions amongst students based on their posts are encouraged, and we all help create a permanent resource for revision. 

Utilising social media and blogs

Many of our students are bloggers.

Blogs can be used to reflect on learning.

Makes more visible the process of learning.

Also can be used to generate content for lectures.





EXAMPLE 1: FACEBOOK 
GROUPS, PR AND 
POLITICS 
Students lack experience of 
and confidence in politics 
 
Tasks encouraged them to 
evaluate as well as define and 
find examples 
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One of the challenges faced with PEA is in trying to liberate BA Public Relations (PR) students from preconceived fears that they know nothing about politics and therefore will have little to contribute.

 Lectures and seminars introduce students to the variety of ways in which politics affects PR professionals, and how PR is used in the political sphere. This means students encounter a number of different contexts in which ‘political PR’ is exercised (such as by pressure groups, governments, business lobbys). 

Utilised social media – facebook. Learning community encouraged where students solve each others problems.

Students were not able to draw upon their own life experiences – this could be because of the subject

The tasks and responses lacked creativity

The amount of student posts on the discussion board (C1) for each lecture therefore varied, but overall there were over 220 posts. 

Around 50% of students posted at least one item, but a minority of about 10 students contributed the majority of material. 

The quality of posts varied: some had clearly put some thought into them and offered original insights (C2), or those based on their own experiences (C3), but a substantial number also provided definitions or examples from other sources without offering any original commentary of their own. In the latter cases, beyond the benefits to be gained from the element of independent learning, the evidence of deep learning is minimal. 

In addition to this, the majority of posts tended not to offer critical commentary/ reflection on an issue, or on someone else’s post (C4), but to simply post some material or a link and leave it at that. I would occasionally pick up issues raised by their examples in the forum and ask questions, but few other students would. In this sense, the forum threads did not include many extended discussion between students where they engage in high-order critical skills typical of deep learning. 

Getting students to talk about their contributions in lectures was less problematic: most were keen to explain their examples, clarify points and ask questions of each other. Lectures became far more dynamic and student-led as a result. 





EXAMPLE 2: BLOGS, 
EMAIL AND MEDIA 
PRODUCTION STUDENTS  
Responding to Benjamin’s ‘Art in the 
age of Mechanical Reproduction’ 
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This used blogs and email. Connected to their PDP blogs, so was an incentive to utilise them as they were ultimately assessed.

Also asked for creative responses through photos and pictures

Jewitt (2006) thinks that it is strange that whatever the subject area, we assess through language.

Research has shown that students still prioritise the written word over other modes – see Shin & Cimasko. This has led me to get students to pretty much generate the entire content of my teaching sessions; instead of setting an essay, whereby students are required to write about, and apply, a theoretical concept, I encourage my students to make films or take photographs which in some way illustrate or critique a critical concept, such as ‘realism’. 

I then ask the students to write about the film, or photograph they made, reflecting on some of the literature on the topic – Walter Benjamin in this example. I have found that students are far more engaged with the theory – which is something they usually enjoy least, by far preferring the production elements of their studies – and the work produced is in many respects, astonishing. 
Also, students get a kick out of seeing their work used as my teaching material – many become quite competitive. 


Benjamin – aura work of art mechanical reproduction

Does this student’s bed have the same aura as tracy emin? Not in an art gallery

Take things out of context and can gain aura – by being changed. Then photoshopped – gains even more aura? Critique of Benjamin




EXAMPLE 2: BLOGS, 
EMAIL AND MEDIA 
PRODUCTION STUDENTS  
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Instead of the lecturer giving them their take on the subject for them to remember, we asked students to generate content of the lecture



Students divided up into groups – each representing a different agenda – pressure group (BBFC, ofcom, Mediawatch, mothers against guns, religious groups, National secular society) . Then respond to different image based on their agenda. And whether would support censorship

Response was spectacular

For one lecture on censorship generated over 40,000 words of content.

That’s half a PhD, or the equivalent of five undergraduate dissertations




EXAMPLE 3: IN-CLASS, 
ENG LIT, ADAPTATION 
STUDIES 
“Within stood a tall old man, clean shaven save for a long 
white moustache, and clad in black from head to foot, 
without a single speck of colour about him anywhere. He 
held an antique silver lamp, in which the flame burned 
without chimney or globe of any kind, throwing long 
quivering shadows as it flickered in the draft of the open 
drawer.” 
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So this is IN class. English degree at Bournemouth. Class on adaptation


In my classes I give students extracts from well-known novels, describing well-known literary characters, typically:

“Within stood a tall old man, clean shaven save for a long white moustache, and clad in black from head to foot, without a single speck of colour about him anywhere. He held an antique silver lamp, in which the flame burned without chimney or globe of any kind, throwing long quivering shadows as it flickered in the draft of the open drawer.”

The student draws it, then they discuss their expectations 



DRACULA 
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This extract from Bram Stoker’s novel, Dracula (1897) is a passage I selected because of how popular the ‘vampire’ genre has been in cinema, from Nosferatu through the Hammer films of the 1970s and 1980s, right up to Twilight and its sequels – the genre is also an important one for its dependence on source material from elsewhere, be that literature or film, or both

The drawings the students produce are always different despite them all attempting to be ‘faithful’ to the source material – this then does provoke some interesting discussions around issues of fidelity, the dominant discourse of Adaptation Studies



GUESS WHO??? 
“In height he was rather over six feet, and so excessively 
lean that he seemed to be considerably taller. His eyes were 
sharp and piercing, save during those intervals of torpor to 
which I have alluded; and his thin, hawk-like nose gave his 
whole expression an air of alertness and decision. His chin, 
too, had the prominence and squareness which mark the 
man of determination.”  
 



SHERLOCK 
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Another passage, this time Arthur Conan Doyle’s description of Sherlock Holmes (1887), always provokes surprise from the students, once it is revealed who they have been drawing

“In height he was rather over six feet, and so excessively lean that he seemed to be considerably taller. His eyes were sharp and piercing, save during those intervals of torpor to which I have alluded; and his thin, hawk-like nose gave his whole expression an air of alertness and decision. His chin, too, had the prominence and squareness which mark the man of determination.” 

“Where is the ‘deerstalker’ hat?” the students often ask, “where is the pipe?”
 I often set the students’ own questions as their assignments and the following week, they will eagerly report back that these iconic elements were in fact added in the many film adaptations; Sherlock Holmes was created by Conan Doyle of course, but was surely ‘cast’ by Basil Rathbone’s interpretation in the fourteen Holmes’ films he starred in for 20th Century Fox between 1939-1946.

 We then look at the reception of Guy Ritchie’s resurrection of the character and Robert Downey Jnr’s portrayal in 2009’s Sherlock Holmes. The students have often pointed out critics’ annoyance the Downey Jnr doesn’t ‘look’ like Holmes, because they are actually comparing him to Rathbone’s adaptation of the character, so fixed he is in the Holmes canon. 

So these issues of adaptation then fed into assessment




EVALUATING THE 
PROJECTS 
With all of them – took time to gain momentum, 
especially when unassessed 
 
The lectures become far more dynamic and 
interactive  
 
When student participation voluntary, the majority 
of work was done by a minority of students 
 
Most successful student engagement came with 
creative and playful tasks 
 
Whilst new media has been stimulus for more 
collaborative approaches, it is not necessary for it 
and not always the best 
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To evaluate the projects we have interviewed a number of students who have contributed most – and those who contributed least

The criteria used to evaluate the success of the lectures were:
C1. The amount of student posts on the discussion board
- What level of learning they displayed with regard to the activities: higher end skills like creativity and evaluation, or more like understanding and remembering

C2. The level of originality of their contributions
C3. The extent to which students drew upon their own knowledge and life experiences in their posts
C4. Whether students commented and critiqued each others’ contributions on the discussion board
C5. The extent to which students were willing to talk about their contributions in lectures
C6. Via feedback, whether students saw the value in this method of learning

So I’ve presented 3 slightly different models of collaborative lectures

Firstly, With all of them – took time to gain momentum, especially when unassessed. It was a new idea to students and therefore took time to root in.

The lectures themselves become far more interactive: student centred -  talking about their contributions. Our interviews with students involved and from their own reflections demonstrated a feeling of competitiveness – wanting to get their contributions in the lecture – though again this took time to develop into their culture
 We also found gains in confidence and academic assertiveness amongst many students
 
for the ones utilising the web, particularly example 1 - the majority of work was done by a minority of very good students: the type of high-achieving and motivated students that contribute most to the unit anyway. For this reason, it is hard to conclude that the changes to lectures instigated deeper approaches to learning for students who either didn’t contribute or contributed little.

The collaborative lecture projects that got more student participation were the more creative and playful tasks – but in many ways these were the most challenging tasks – asking for more higher order learning and developing transferable skills.
They do this by asking the student to interact vigorously with the content, make use of enquiry and evaluation, and relate concepts to their previous knowledge and everyday experience.
In this context, the theory and practice of adaptation – where the students themselves repurpose existing material for new audiences – becomes a useful pedagogic tool – suited the creative tasks. 
Giving students poetry, essays and photographs, and asking them to adapt those works into different media, and then to reflect on that process, adds to a rich film literacy which is part of an array of other literacies. 

We also found that whilst new media has been the stimulus for more collaborative approaches to learning, in class tasks using paper and pencil provided some of the most impressive student work




EVALUATING THE 
PROJECTS 
Confidence is still an issue for many students 
 
Assessment is a thorny issue 
 
Many students did not want to be empowered 
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Talking to some of the students who did not contribute, part of their resistance was based on a lack of confidence in presenting their ideas in a public forum, alongside the feeling that they had little to say on this issue. 
Concept of sharing and internet – are students ready for it? Many students resist moving out of their comfort zone

Sadly, these students were typically the surface or strategic learners to whom the idea of contributing to lectures and sharing their ideas with others had no tangible benefit. 
When there was a benefit – assessment (through the PDP blogs) – we did see greater engagement. Leaving us both a philosophical and logistical dilemma regarding the assessment

Some students resisted because they disagreed or were uncomfortable with the educational philosophy being espoused. These students disliked idea that they led their own learning, instead subscribing to the view that they should be taught. 
Reading into their responses, they like the comfort of teacher-led learning, where they turn up, take notes, then memorise these small packages of knowledge. Their mindset is to regurgitate this material in assessment rather than independently explore it. Perhaps most worryingly, they could point out that they have got this far in the degree with this surface and strategic approach to learning, some of them with 2:1 averages. 
 
This leads us to the wider educational environment in which I introduced these innovations into. For better or worse, their experience of lectures so far in their degree was of a teacher-led activity. Asking them to help us make the lectures was a different sort of challenge which some took up with enthusiasm but others resisted.
 As Gibbs (1992) suggests, the context in which an innovation is introduced (both institutional and cultural) can determine its success. Innovations may be ‘locally successful’ but may have a limited general impact on students’ learning if the remainder of the course is unchanged or makes quite different demands.






EMPOWERING THE LEARNER? 
LIBERATING THE TEACHER? 

• Collaborative learning methods appear to benefit the 
learning of some students 

• Encouraging independent learners can require a great 
deal of tutor support 

• The difficulty of altering individual courses while 
institutional environments, norms and power relations 
stay the same (see Crook and Barrowcliff, 2001; Ellis and 
Calvo 2006) 
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Having framed it in these terms – should come back to it

In line with previous research:
A number of other studies have found that more collaborative modes of learning (often facilitated through online discussion) appear to benefit the learning and achievement of some students; providing them with greater confidence and empowerment, and equipping them with transferable skills (see Ertl et al., 2008).

 However, they also find that firstly, both tutors and students need guidance and support in introducing pedagogical innovations that might differ from previous experience and challenge prior expectations. For these reasons, these innovations have proven resource intensive. 
 
Liberating the teacher?
The issue of staff time is also pertinent. Given the direction of university agendas towards more ‘smarter’ modes of teaching including the encouragement of independent learning, one might expect such interventions like mine to result in gains in staff time. This was not the case. Facilitating student debate online was quite onerous, and putting together lectures via student contributions takes longer than updating last year’s (already prepared) lecture slides. Students also had a tendency to leave their contributions until the last minute, meaning that my preparations were invariably rushed. The irony that trying to achieve independent learners actually requires a great deal of tutor support is a common theme in HE education research (e.g. Brooksbank et al., 1998; Hall, 2003), especially when done online (Molesworth, 2004), and is confirmed through our experience.
Anna Feigenbaum also pulbished on this recently

Not all students want to be empowered. Our interviews with them told us that many want to just understand and remember stuff then give it back to us.
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