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University teachers’ conceptions of the nature and value of digital simulations for teaching and learning

Background

Deakin University’s Strategic Teaching and Learning Grant Scheme (STALGS) awarded funds in 2005 to a project proposal titled ‘Experiential Learning Through Simulations: Enhancing education in the professions through interactive computer simulations online’. The proposal aimed to design and develop e-simulations for use in the three Faculties: Arts, Business and Law (B&L), and Health, Medicine, Nursing and Behavioural Sciences (HMN&BS). Staff in these faculties together with staff from the Institute of Teaching and Learning and Knowledge Media Division worked collaboratively to develop digitally simulated scenarios in various professions including Information Systems Engineering, Law, Psychology, and Public Relations. The underlying technical capability for creating the e-simulations has been internally titled ‘LiveSim’.

To learn specific professional competencies, it was generally thought that students needed to be placed in real work situations. However, organising placements in real businesses or professional practices has been problematic for various reasons, including the logistics of placement, the availability of appropriate businesses or practices, the demands it places on busy professionals, and the variability in the quality of the experience provided for students. Hence, it has been difficult for universities to include learning experiences that situate students in real work environments that reflect the social and political relationships, the pressures and constraints under which people have to work. The main purpose of the simulated scenarios was to engage students in virtual interactions with clients and other sources of professional information and to experience moderated complexity in authentic professional settings in order to achieve higher order learning objectives.

Students studying in five different disciplines at various levels and in varying modes are using the e-simulations. These are summarised in Table 1.

	Professional Field

and Faculty
	Simulation Title
	Simulation Description
	Student cohorts

	Computer Information Systems (IS) Req’ts Engineering (B&L)
	First Australia Bank: Automatic Teller Machine (FAB-ATM) Project
	Role-playing an IS consultant interviewing two bank employees.
	Undergraduates studying on-campus.*

	Law: Company Law (B&L)
	ClientView: Solicitor Interview
	Role-playing a solicitor for three meetings with a client.
	Undergraduates studying in on-campus or off-campus modes.*

	Psychology (HMN&BS)


	Unreal Interviewing: Forensic Interview of a Child
	Role-playing a civil servant (e.g. police) interviewing a child witness for forensic purposes.
	Working professionals (human services workers) studying online. This is supported by one face-to-face workshop and online discussion. *

	Psychology (HMN&BS)
	‘Mods & Rockers’


	Student interviewing of three practicing psychologists.
	Postgraduates (honors/masters) studying on-campus.

	Public Relations (ARTS)
	PRessure Point! Virtual PRactice: Getting Framed
	Role-playing three opposing PR practitioners in a case study.
	Undergraduates studying on-campus.*


* Note that all on and off campus study incorporates some online work. 

During 2006, a research proposal was developed and approved to investigate and increase our understanding of university teachers’ conceptions of the nature and value of digital simulations in higher education. More specifically, the research aimed to discern what teaching staff think about e-simulations being used as a serious method for teaching specific elements of their curriculum and of assessing various types of student learning required by curricula.

The proposed methodology for the research [Appendix (a)] was based on a Delphi‑like process of enquiry aimed at refining questions through collaboration with the staff involved in the project. This report is based on data from the first stage of the research, that is a series of structured interviews [Appendix (b)] that were conducted with five academic staff and two design and development staff about their experiences in developing digital simulations for use in their professionally-oriented courses.

Perceptions of the nature and value of digital simulations in higher education

In the context of increased and certainly changing work pressures, these tertiary teachers report having to judge the enduring value of any technology-based influence on the learning environment and their relationship with their students. Our approach to framing the interview questions involved a search for ‘enduring value’ by examining any matching of the theoretical models of teaching and learning with approaches to assessment and the rationales for such assessment approaches.

The investigation into using e-simulations, examined (a closed loop of) five congruencies. These are expressed in regard to the matching of:

a) profession/discipline needs with the curriculum goals;

b) curriculum with 'kinds' of learning (categories of learned capabilities);

c) 'kinds' of learning with teaching strategies (kinds of teaching);

d) teaching strategies (and all of the above) with the assessment strategies (methods of measuring the learning for which evidence is provided).

e) evidence of learning with the identified needs of the profession/discipline.

The analysed evidence gathered from the transcribed interviews, is reported below under three key headings:

1. Desired learning

2. Teaching strategies

3. Assessment matters

1. Desired learning

Interviews with academic staff suggest they had a clear view of the kinds of learning they wanted to bring about in relation to professional practice, and that the learning could best be achieved through simulations. By and large they were well able to articulate the nature and value of using simulations for learning in their particular discipline areas as the following points illustrate:

1.1. They perceived digital simulations as a valuable mechanism for concentrated, sustained learning that is difficult to experience in a real work place where there is insufficient time for, and less tolerance of, trial and error, along with less inclination for reflection and examination of practice. Staff in professional situations rarely have the time needed to actually ‘teach’ students about practice. Moreover, in the range of work places, the actual tasks that students are given range widely from responsible professional tasks to general office dogsbody where very little learning relating to the profession takes place.

1.2. The use of simulations is seen as a non-threatening way of introducing work-related skills, issues and problems because students can learn at their own pace. Using them enables students to practice as much as necessary, to make mistakes and to learn from them.

1.3. Some staff thought it preferable and less stressful that students’ first experience of interviewing a client’ was via a digital simulation rather than in a real case, where there may be a strong need for advice from qualified personnel. For example, it may be unethical for psychology or law students to make judgements and write reports about real people, real cases.

1.4. Simulations can present hyper real situations whereby a variety of factors can be incorporated in the one setting. Everything that needs to be brought to bear can be. This enables students to experience a broad range of ‘realities’, which may not necessarily be experienced in a single real placement.

1.5. Staff were generally quite clear in explaining the learning skills they wanted their students to attain when using the e-simulations. Indeed, they set out to develop simulations for very specific reasons relating to professional practice. Mention was made of the need to learn generic skills, skills specific to particular professions, and the competence required to apply those skills in a real work situation where there are social relationships, time and other pressures and constraints to negotiate.

1.6. The kinds of learning articulated by staff represented many of the higher order learning skills. The skills that form the basis of the activities in the e-simulations included interacting with a client, being aware of client characteristics, selecting appropriate questions for particular clients, listening, observing, decision-making, analysing and interpreting information, reconciling inconsistent or opposing views and preparing for presentation of reports on the case. Interpretive skills are required from students when choosing questions based on responses from interviewees, and evaluative skills are required when judging the value of each question. For example, Information Systems Engineering students have to interview virtual bank staff in different roles to analyse needs and determine the requirements for new ATM systems. Similarly, Public Relations students have to learn the technical aspects of writing a media release, but also have to be able to do so under pressure in the complex milieu of the simulated workplace taking account of opposing viewpoints. Law students have to learn generic interviewing skills as well as specific legal skills, and need to be able to discern what is relevant to the case and what is irrelevant information in order to present an accurate letter of advice to the client. With a view to becoming scientist practitioner psychologists rather than technicians applying particular treatment, postgraduate psychology students have to learn to recognise and deepen their understanding of approaches to professional practice by discerning similarities and differences between them, some of which can be quite subtle. Students studying forensic interviewing have to identify open-ended questions, make judgements about the best kinds of questions to use, and be able to bring to mind and apply them in a real interview situation.

1.7. Learning through self-evaluation, and self-assessment (sometimes supplemented by virtual guidance from the teacher/designer) is a feature of the e-simulations. For example the availability of transcripts makes it possible for students to revisit the interview with a view to determining what aspects worked well and what aspects could be improved.

1.8. Some staff articulated possible limitations within the current version of their e-simulations in terms of learning outcomes. For example, in Client View, it is possible that students could ask every question and therefore not learn to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant facts. This would defeat the purpose of the exercise and compromise its effectiveness. In Unreal Interviewing, there is no way of knowing whether students (who study online) complete the exercise alone or with others. However, it is reasonable to expect that the onus should be on students to engage with the learning process in ways that ensure they learn the appropriate skills.

Simulations were clearly perceived by staff as a powerful mechanism for learning. The desired skills described by staff reflected the kind of higher order learning required by professionals in their practice. Moreover they regarded the learning environment within the e-simulations as a preferable environment in some respects to those available in real work places. This is a strong endorsement of the enduring value of the e-simulations.

2. Teaching strategies

In developing e-simulations for their particular discipline areas, teaching staff were very clear about what they wanted to achieve as teachers, and were keen to move away from a transmission approach to one where students were exploring, engaging with virtual clients, and practising important professional skills. The prominent and most often shared intentions are as follows:

2.1. Simulations were clearly seen as a way to solve teaching problems associated with the learning of professional competencies and the use of theory in action. For example, they can allow repetitive practice of required skills that cannot occur in class, or in the real work environment, and they can personalise theoretical perspectives in order to make them more real to students.

2.2. The nature of the teaching discussed in interviews centred on the notion of providing rich experiences for students that would motivate, inspire them to engage, and maintain interest. The use of multimedia was seen to be a more interesting and realistic way of presenting material than by using print.

2.3. The e-simulations have been designed to provide opportunities for enquiry and exploration, feedback and guidance, and to bring to the fore skills that students already have to some degree such as communication and collaboration skills, observation and listening skills. One aspect of learning is for students to gain insights into what they already know. The feedback and guidance elements in the e-simulations implied an understating of a different relationship between the teacher and the student in the context of the virtual learning experience in the e-simulations.

2.4. The teacher’s role was one of facilitating learning through discovery, trial and error, role-playing, communication and collaboration. It also involved the creation of situations that allowed students to learn through observation and participation. 

2.5. The use of e-simulations was seen as an important part of an integrated teaching approach (‘Blended Learning’ is the catch-phrase.) that encompassed face-to-face classes, online discussions and debates, readings, and other media. The need to match theory (delivered through lectures and readings) with practice (as represented in the e-simulations) was an expressed aim of teaching strategies.

2.6. Teaching strategies aimed at helping students learn how to learn by engaging in activities designed for that purpose. The development of life-long learning skills was an expressed intention of some staff.

2.7. Staff believed it was important to prepare students for using the e-simulation in order to ensure that their learning was as effective as possible. Thus preparatory activities were provided beforehand. For example, before using Unreal Interviewing, students were provided with definitions, and a coding protocol, and then practised transcribing and coding interviews. Prior to using FAB ATM, Information Systems Engineering students are involved in activities to bring to the fore and sharpen skills they already have such as observation and listening skills.

2.8. Strategies built into the e-simulations also provided opportunities for students to monitor their own performance, through time management, and saving performance logs of their work, for example.

2.9. The use of illustrative models that highlighted the nature of effective and ineffective questions was also a teaching strategy used in e-simulations. 

2.10. Strategies aimed at presenting realistic professional situations that required students to engage with and/or adopt very specific professional roles. These roles represented the various ways in which practice could occur depending on the culture and values of real organisations.

2.11. The e-simulations reflect the use of teaching through questioning in order to develop professional judgement and encourage students to be discerning decision-makers. 

2.12. Staff spent time on, and gave much thought to, the development of the questions within the e-simulations. As one interviewee pointed out, questions can be ‘quite significant in their subtleties’. The process adopted in psychology illustrates the extent of the ‘teaching activity’ involved. The first task was to produce a body of questions that ‘encompassed the range of behaviours, the range of attitudes, the range of approaches that we wanted information about’. Next staff had to ‘workshop’ what the three approaches would be, and more generally ‘provide a theoretical conceptual context’ to underpin the approaches.

2.13. Although not explicitly stated, it appears that staff realised that ultimately, the effectiveness of the learning depended on the quality of the questions.

2.14. The development of thinking professionals was a clear goal of the teaching strategies underpinning the e-simulations. Rather than become technicians implementing recipe style solutions, the notion of presenting experiences that would challenge and change students’ thinking was highlighted. As one academic commented, ‘I don’t think you can go through something like this and explore these types of theories and ideas…and not be affected in almost life-changing ways because you can never again look at what’s being done in that blank sort of way.’ In psychology, the idea is ‘to get them thinking about things rather than rote learning’, and to broaden their ideas about practice.

2.15. Simulations provide access to experiences students may otherwise not have. For example, students can access through videoed interviews the perspectives of professional people with expertise, and off-campus students can have a similar experience to on-campus students.

2.16. The process of developing the e-simulations led staff to focus more intensely on their teaching approach. As they engaged in discussion and reflection on the best ways of presenting their e-simulations, teaching strategies were modified in some cases. As one staff member put it, ‘My teaching strategy is going to be a child of LiveSim, rather than LiveSim being a child of my teaching.’

2.17. Although the e-simulations are being used in specific ways for specific purposes, possibilities exist for some of them to be used in a variety of new ways by tertiary teachers, sometimes from related or even different disciplines.

The range and quality of teaching strategies adopted by staff reflects a breadth of experience, a clear knowledge of professional needs, and a desire to be reflective practitioners. The strategies were aligned with desired learning and provided every opportunity for students to attain the professional competencies they required.

3. Assessment matters

Staff clearly recognised the importance of assessment in the overall learning process. Indeed there were strong drivers that led them to tie assessment to students’ use of the e-simulations. First, the learning required of students was of such importance in the respective disciplines that the activities incorporated in the e-simulations had to be assessable. Second, staff felt compelled to arrange and assess valid work events, but had experienced difficulties arranging this in real work places. The use of e-simulations overcame these problems. Third, staff wanted students to be motivated and engaged in productive assessment events that were more authentic than traditional approaches in universities. Finally, experience and research elsewhere had led them to believe that unless assessment was tied to the e-simulations, students would not regard them as being integral to the learning process and goals of the course, and many would therefore not use them as effectively as they could. 

Most staff intended to use their respective e-simulations as part of the assessment in 2007, though one has not yet had the opportunity to do so. They have however used the e-simulation as practice for the real assessment. Staff raised the following issues in interviews.

3.1. Assessment tasks are not trivial; they are focused strategically on very specific skills that are required in professional situations. Kinds of learning that are needed for completion of the tasks in most cases represent higher order thinking such as critical and analytical thinking, recognition of theory in action, discernment of important information, using professional judgement, recognising similarities and differences, and reconciling different views and discourses presented by people in different organisational roles.

3.2. Staff were generally convinced that the e-simulations would provide evidence that students had learnt the specific skills required of them. Assessment tasks in each discipline area are closely aligned with the activities in the respective e-simulations, and closely aligned with the learning foci outlined earlier. At present, tasks are based on completing the activities within the e-simulation and reporting outside the e-simulation. (Some simulations function as a method of providing evidence in the sim that can be captured and reported directly to the teacher via a back-end database.) For example, information systems engineering students are required to write a report based on issues raised by the two ‘bank employees’ interviewed in the e-simulation. To do this they need to observe the interviewing situation, decide what aspects to attend to, and take notes. Similarly, law students write a letter of advice following the task of discerning relevant from irrelevant questions and answers presented in ClientView. Within Pressure Point, Public Relations students write three media releases from three different points of view. Following engagement within the e-simulation, they then write a discourse analysis of their media releases. Psychology students observe the three different interviews within the e-simulation, then write a comparative report based on similarities and differences discerned between the three approaches. Theoretical perspectives must be brought to bear in each of the cases above. For students studying forensic interviewing, the e-simulation provides an opportunity to practise the skills regarding the use of open-ended questions required in the real assessment, so while it is not used directly for assessment, it is tied very closely to it. 

3.3. Based on usage thus far, and the work reflected in written reports, staff believe that students have attained the kind of learning intended. Staff claim there is some anecdotal evidence to suggest students have found it useful for learning. However, the type of evaluation required to ascertain real learning effectiveness will need to be conducted in the future.

3.4. The e-simulations open up opportunities for more complete assessment in the sense that they assess not only knowledge per se, but also the processes and decision-making required to apply knowledge in realistic situations. There is potential through the tracking mechanism built into the e-simulations for staff to closely monitor what the students do while engaged in completing the e-simulation. In this way, a more complete picture of the students’ performance can be gained. Staff hope to be able to make more use of this feature in the future.

3.5. The ability to judge the extent to which learning from the e-simulation is ultimately transferred to actual work places is very difficult to gauge, possibly because in most professional areas, there are privacy and ethical reasons relating to non-disclosure.

3.6. In respect to using the e-simulations more comprehensively for assessment, staff are (or perceive they are) constrained somewhat by the following factors:
• the University’s requirement that everything that is to be assessed in a unit must be included in lectures,
• the need to be fair to all students, 
• the need to allow students to practise the skills within the e-simulations numerous times if they wish,
• the fact that not all e-simulations have time limits built into them that requires students to complete a task in a set period of time which is often the case in work environments.

Staff perceptions of assessment reflect their commitment to adopting digital simulations as a serious method for assessing aspects of student learning required by curricula. They have designed valid and reliable assessment tasks that require students to engage productively with the activities in the e-simulations. The tasks demand higher order thinking, and are directly related to the kinds of learning required by the professions.

Congruencies between curriculum goals, kinds of learning, teaching strategies and assessment

From the previous evidence, it can be seen that strong congruencies exist between:

· professional needs, 

· curriculum goals, 

· kinds of learning, 

· teaching strategies, and 

· assessment designed to provide evidence of the desired learning. 

Some staff expressed the congruencies quite clearly. While others did not articulate the match so clearly, the notion of ensuring that students could competently satisfy the needs of particular professions was implicit in what they set out to achieve. As reflected in staff interviews, the congruencies are between:

· learning foci, 

· kinds of learning required, 

· teaching strategies adopted and 

· assessment tasks.

These are illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2: Congruencies between learning, teaching strategies and assessment requirements

	Sim title and professional field
	Learning focused on integrated professional practice
	Key categories of learning in the e-simulation
	Specific kinds of action and interaction in the e-simulation
	Teaching strategies (within and outside the e-simulation)
	Assessment tasks based on the e-simulation (within and outside the e-simulation)

	First Australian Bank: ATM
Computer Info’n Systems Engineering 
	To conduct a requirements elicitation process for a client by interviewing employees and specify in a report the requirements for new ATM systems. 
	Interview planning, Observation, Listening, Comprehension, Analysis, Interpretation, Synthesis, Prediction,
	Question selection, Question-asking, role play, discovery, note-taking, skills practice, 
	Opportunities for students to perform specific acts that they would perform in a real job situation. Before and after the e-simulation students: Observe, role play, practise, discover.
	Brainstorm outside e-simulation, use e-simulation to observe and analyse interviewing situation. Take notes about the needs for the ATM systems. Validate information by checking sources outside the sim, then present written report.

	ClientView

Law: Company Law
	To engage with a client in three appointments, discern relevant from irrelevant information and write a legally accurate letter of advice to that client about the structure of a company to be established.
	Interview skills, Note-taking skills, Observation, Listening, Comprehension, Interpretation, Analysis, Synthesis. legal principles.
	Question selection, discern relevant and irrelevant information, analyse responses and make judgements about what to record, take notes and advise clients. Learn how to apply practical legal skills, and how to conduct legal research.
	Engage students in Socratic dialogue about aspects of legal practice. Encourage them to question and challenge the law. Set up opportunities for students to interview a mock client, role play, practise applying legal skills.
	Based on the interview within the e-simulation, write a letter of advice to a client that accurately reflects the relevant legal facts of the case.

	Unreal Interviewing: Forensic interviewing of a child.

Psychology
	To elicit a free narrative account from a child being interviewed through the selection and maintenance of appropriate open-ended questions.
	Bring open questions to mind (‘tip of the tongue’) and use them in an actual interview. Listening, Comprehension, Interpretation, legal principles.
	Identify open-ended questions, judge the quality of questions, select the best, most appropriate questions to use for a given client and at a moment in an interview.
	Provide information about and generate discussion of good interviewing techniques, best practice guidelines, what it means to elicit free narrative. Set up opportunities for students to learn for themselves by coding open-ended questions. 
	Engage in mock face-to-face interview, select and use appropriate open-ended questions to interview mock client (role of the child is played by a colleague). Practise skills within the e-simulation before the actual assessment event.

	‘Mods & Rockers’

Psychology

	To deepen understanding of the ‘scientist-practitioner’ approach to psychological practice by discerning similarities and differences between practitioners’ espoused theory of practice. 
	Discerning the similarities and subtle differences between three theoretical approaches to professional practice, based on prescribed reading and in-class learning.
	Construct an interview schedule of up to 30 questions from a pool of 80 questions. Takes notes to further analyse the ‘record of interview after the event.
	Model competencies and capabilities of scientist practitioners through role-playing within e-simulation. Provide realistic representation of 3 ways of practising psychology. Development of questions and responses that reflect three plausible ways of working.
	Write a comparative report that demonstrates understanding of the similarities and differences between the three approaches represented in the e-simulation. Define the theoretical disposition of each practitioner.

	PRessure Point! Virtual PRactice: Getting Framed

Public Relations
	To have students experience the pressures of writing media releases in a complex work environment where there are different social relationships and perspectives to accommodate.
	Develop critical, analytical thinking, engage with and compare theory bases, understand different communication strategies and people’s roles in organizations.
	Use media sources, write credible media releases under pressure. Dispassionately adopt an advocacy position for three different employers engaged in a PR crisis situation.
	Present information using variety of media. Engage students in various forums, discussion groups, debates about the power of public communication,  and the generation of different discourses. Encourage students to critique public communication.
	Write three credible media releases from three different perspectives within the e-simulation. After reflecting upon the process of constructing them, students write a discourse analysis of their media releases.


Other issues

As staff reflected on the learning goals, teaching strategies and assessment, other issues arose which give an indication of the changing environment in higher education, and the ways staff respond to the teaching and learning challenges they face.

a) Recognition of the power of technology: Staff who were keen to look for creative solutions to teaching and learning problems recognised the value of e-simulation technology for providing authentic experiences for students. They wanted to move away from an over-reliance on ‘chalk and talk’ transmission approaches to ones where students were actively engaged and realistically challenged. This included the assessment tasks that were based on authentic activities that students would have to carry out in the workplace.

b) Relating learning to the real world: Rather than teach students about theoretical approaches in an abstract way, staff were more interested in situating theory in practice. They wanted to bring the realities of various workplaces into university education and enhance students’ learning about how professionals work and behave in their workplace, whether that is in organisations or in consulting practices.

c) Overcoming the need to impose on external professionals: Arranging real experiences in work places for students has always presented ethical, legal and logistical problems and imposes on the time and goodwill of busy professionals. The use of e-simulations partly overcomes this problem and at the same time provides students with a ‘safer’ environment in which to learn through practice, trial and error.

d) Versatility of the e-simulations: Although the existing e-simulations were developed with a specific learning goal in mind, they are sufficiently versatile that they can be used in different ways for different purposes in most of the discipline areas. Moreover, the underpinning architecture of the e-simulations makes it possible to extend use to numerous other situations.

e) Avoiding the notion of learning to pass examinations: The data suggests that staff have given some thought to the way assessment is conducted in universities. Rather than teaching students material to help them pass university examinations, the focus was on assessment that required students to carry out the kind of authentic activities they would have to do in a workplace. 

f) Collaboration between faculty and divisional staff: For broadening understandings about, and possibilities for, teaching, there is value in working with staff from professional areas such as education design and technical development.

g) Catering more effectively for off-campus students: Although the differences have been blurred, many activities carried out by on-campus students in the classroom have not been available for off-campus students. This applies particularly to authentic activities such as role-play and access to professionals in the work place. The use of e-simulations can offset this disadvantage quite considerably.

h) Discrepancy between University specifications and uncertainties of the real world: The rigidity and certainty of University policies and administration practices is at odds with the need to prepare students for the complex, uncertain world in which they will be required to live and work. They need to be better prepared for coping with uncertainties and the e-simulations can assist in such preparation.

Conclusion

Based on staff perceptions, it appears that the LiveSim project has been successful in overcoming problems relating to the teaching and learning of professional skills and competencies required in the respective professions. The e-simulations provide a useful bridge between the academic requirements of university curricula and the realities of a real work place. To a large extent, staff believe use of the e-simulations will enhance students’ learning and will provide evidence of the extent of that learning. The next stage of the research will aim to gather further evidence about learning from the students who have used the e-simulations during 2007. In particular, the research will seek to ascertain the effectiveness of the learning in relation to the stated learning foci.

[ Appendix (a) ]

Methodology

This study aims to gather data on what academic staff in Deakin both think about, and are doing about, e‑simulations in particular.

We are inviting participation in a 'Delphi-like' process of enquiry (a 3 stage process of refining the questions in collaboration with the expert group who are the subjects in the process). The process involves asking academic staff (who are experts in teaching their disciplines) a range of questions about the role of simulations in teaching, learning and assessment. The process will involve: (1.) a short, guided interview using several open questions to initiate the enquiry. This will be followed by (2.) a questionnaire document based on the issues raised in the first stage. Finally, emergent questions will be posed to refine the data dealing with the use of e‑simulations to elicit and assess the professional capabilities of students. This final stage will involve (3.) responding to several questions in an email after reading an attached draft report about the findings.

We are allocating ninety minutes of direct engagement for each of the three enquiry events, spread over several months: (1.) Structured interview, (2.) Questionnaire, and (3.) Draft report and several questions.

Further details:

Invitation to participate

Participation in the investigation by academic members of the wider STALGS LiveSim project will be formally invited by the Principal Investigator. This will be firstly through personal contact then a comprehensive but preliminary email briefing. Invitations will include project members from the five faculties in the university involved in creating simulations, those involved in the reference group who may intend to create simulations in the near future, and 'friends of the project' who have an expressed interest in simulations. 

Stage 1.

Structured interviews will be conducted by either the Principal Investigator or the Co-investigator with volunteer participants from the project. The resultant interview data will be analysed by the principal and co-investigator and key concepts, models, issues, themes and questions, etc. will be identified for the purpose of constructing a follow-up questionnaire for the group. As part of the process, additional advice about the questions will be sought from the group.

Stage 2.

The resultant questionnaire will be distributed to the group, voluntary responses collected and analytical tabulations constructed from the raw data. This will not aim to be anonymous because of the small number of recognisable STALGS participants. Moreover, investigators believe there will be more merit in disclosing the profile of the academic participants as the academic community will be represented by participants from all faculties and across academic levels.

Stage 3.

A draft report by the investigators (including emergent questions) on findings will be circulated to the participants, seeking further specific comments from them, after which a final report will be completed.

[ Appendix (b) ]

Project Title:  
University teachers' conceptions of the nature and value of digital simulations for teaching and assessing.
	AIM

The primary, general aim of the research is to increase our understanding of what Deakin University academic staff perceive to be the nature and value of digital simulations in higher education. 

More specifically, an objective of the research is to discern what teaching staff think about digital simulations being used as a serious method for teaching specific elements of their curricula and of assessing specific types of student learning required by the curricula.




The purpose of this round of questions is for you to try to describe and explain (openly explore?):

· your conceptions of the syllabus and strategy for teaching it for which e‑simulation is an effective part (valid and reliable) — that is, e‑simulation is effective for the specific 'kinds' of learning you expect from your students (one example of a kind of learning 'might' be: the intellectual skill of discriminating between evidential fact and opinion). 

· your strategy for assessing specific things students have learned — that is, what methods you think will collect the necessary and sufficient evidence for that kind of learning, achieved by students either in using your e‑simulation or in conjunction with the simulation (learning also outside the simulation – the notion of 'blended learning' environments).

_________________________________________________________________

Our approach to asking the questions involves: 
the matching of the theoretical models of teaching with assessment.

The congruencies we are investigating (in relation to using e‑simulations) are:

the matching of:

1. profession/discipline needs with the curriculum goals;

2. curriculum with 'kinds' of learning;

3. 'kinds' of learning with teaching strategies (kinds of teaching);

4. teaching strategies (and all of the above) with the assessment strategies (methods of measuring learning performance).

5. evidence of learning with the identified needs of the profession/discipline.

_________________________________________________________________

KEY QUESTIONS AND SUB-QUESTIONS

1. Describe the professional competence (real-world capabilities involving integrated knowledge and skills - praxis) you are addressing in the teaching strategy represented by your e‑simulation.

a) Can you describe the curriculum or syllabus elements, related to that competence, that you address in the e‑simulation?

b) Can you describe the kinds or categories of professional competence you are addressing in your e-simulation? (That is, have you thought about how you might group and label the kinds of competence?)

2. Describe what you consider are the different 'kinds' of key learning inherent in your curriculum.

a) Can you describe the key 'types' or categories of learning that flow from your curriculum or discipline area? (e.g. intellectual skills such as: read, interpret, synthesise, evaluate and communicate using the vocabularies, modes, genres, symbols and terms used in your field — Nurses may need skills in reading and interpreting measurements on charts, graphs and instruments / Journalists may need to detect and analyse ideological opinion when interviewing for stories.) 

3. Describe and explain the teaching strategy(s) you have adopted/designed in using the simulation.

a) Can you describe what you see as the structure of the teaching/learning events or stages in the simulation, or even in the wider strategy, of which the simulation plays a part? 

b) How do you view/use such things as play and practice, exploration and enquiry, or guidance and feedback, etc. ? 

c) Do you have any other comments about your strategy in relation to teaching and learning outside the e‑Simulation? 

4. In what way(s) does the simulation provide a valid context and structure for students' performing the learning you aim to assess (mark and grade the students)?

a) Can you describe the key elements of the e‑Sim context for your assessment? 

b) Can you describe the key elements of the e‑Sim structure for your assessment? 
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