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Context

In 2003, students studying ALR276: Public Communication and Citizenship were required to work online using Deakin Studies Online (DSO). In particular, they could access unit materials, assessment requirements and participate in online discussion groups. There were 22 off campus students and 77 on campus students enrolled in the unit. At the end of semester, students were surveyed about their online learning experiences. Surveys were mailed out after the generic faculty survey. A total of 34 responses were received, 27 from on-campus students and 7 from off-campus students.

Findings

Student cohort

The respondent cohort was predominantly female, (88%) and predominantly on-campus, (79%). Just over a third were in the school leaver age group (38%), with 41% aged 21-25, and 21% over 26.

Professional capacity development

Students were asked to rate the extent to which the unit contributed to development of professional capacities. The majority of students nominated reasonably significant to extensive development in public communication strategies, ability to recognise roles/responsibilities, analyse case studies, use DSO online resources, compose messages, and respond to other’s messages. There was less extensive development in respect to critical and analytical thinking and the ability to communicate in a virtual classroom. Only 3 students thought there was no development in the latter instance. (See Table 1)

Table 1: Extent to which unit contributed to professional capacity development

	Professional capacities
	1 (No)
	2
	3
	4
	5 (Ext)

	Public communication strategies development
	---
	2 (6%)
	9 (26%)
	21 (62%) 
	2 (6%)

	Ability to recognise roles/responsibilities
	---
	2 (6%)
	6 (18%)
	16 (47%)
	10 (29%)

	Critical and analytical thinking
	---
	2 (6%)
	14 (41%)
	8 (24%)
	10 (29%)

	Ability to analyse case studies
	---
	1 (3%)
	7 (21%)
	17 (50%)
	9 (26%)

	Ability to use online resources in DSO
	---
	4 (12%)
	3 (9%)
	18 (53%)
	9 (26%)

	Ability to compose messages in DSO*
	---
	1 (3%)
	4 (12%)
	16 (48%)
	12 (36%)

	Ability to respond to other’s messages
	---
	4 (12%)
	4 (12%)
	15 (44%)
	11 (32%)

	Ability to communicate in virtual classroom
	3 (9%)
	5 (15%)
	12 (35%)
	9 (26%)
	5 (15%)


* N.B. 33 students responded to this statement.

As shown in Table 2, a large majority of respondents agreed the unit helped them examine ways in which new approaches to public communication in PR and journalism function (76%), understand theoretical/practical issues in public communication (79%), and understand how organizations can use public communication to create change  (85%). However, there was more ambivalence about understandings and skills developed as a result of using DSO in the unit. Almost a third agreed it helped develop understandings of theoretical perspectives, but over a third were neutral. 41% thought it helped develop online communication skills, 32% were neutral; 36% agreed it was easier to communicate online than face-to-face, 27% were neutral; and 45% agreed DSO helped develop skills in accessing resources, 42% were neutral. 

Table 2: Understandings gained as a result of studying ALR276

	Skills and understandings


	1 (SD)
	2 (D)
	3 (N)
	4 (A)
	5 (SA)

	DSO helped understanding of theoretical perspectives
	3 (9%)
	7 (21%)
	12 (35%)
	9 (26%)
	2 (6%)

	DSO helped develop online communication skills
	1 (3%)
	7 (21%)
	11 (32%)
	12 (35%)
	2 (6%)

	Easier to communicate ideas online than face-to-face
	4 (12%)
	8 (24%)
	9 (27%)
	8 (24%)
	4 (12%)

	DSO helped develop skills in accessing resources
	1 (3%)
	3 (9%)
	14 (42%)
	14 (42%)
	1 (3%)

	Able to examine ways new PR approaches function
	---
	---
	8 (24%)
	17 (50%)
	9 (26%)

	Able to understand theoretical/practical issues in public communication
	---
	---
	7 (21%)
	17 (50%)
	10 (29%)

	Able to understand how PR is used to make change
	---
	---
	5 (15%)
	15 (44%)
	14 (41%)


Assessment

Only 4 students agreed DSO motivated them in undertaking Assignment 1, Option 1: Save Wallaby Forest; almost half (47%) strongly disagreed and a further 26% disagreed. However, 2/3’s of students agreed DSO motivated them in undertaking Option 2, Theory and Case Studies. 21% agreed DSO motivated them in undertaking Assignment 2, but over a third were neutral.

Table 3: Extent to which DSO engagement motivated assessment work

	Assignment
	1 (SD)
	2 (D)
	3 (N)
	4 (A)
	5 (SA)

	DSO motivated me in undertaking Assignment 1, Option 1: Save Wallaby Forest.*
	16 (47%)
	9 (26%)
	1 (3%)
	2 (6%)
	2 (6%)

	DSO motivated me in undertaking Assignment 1 Option 2: Theory and Case Studies.
	3 (9%)
	4 (12%)
	5 (15%)
	13 (39%)
	8 (24%)

	DSO motivated me in undertaking Assignment 2.
	5 (15%)
	10 (29%)
	12 (35%)
	5 (15%)
	2 (6%)


* N.B. For this statement, 4 (12%) marked N/A.

Assignment 1, Option 1: Save Wallaby Forest

Only 4 respondents chose this option, so for 30 (88%), responses were not applicable.  Of the 4, 2 agreed the AV material helped role play; 3 agreed there was adequate guidance/support; none thought it was difficult to navigate DSO; all agreed there was enough time to complete role play; all felt they were really taking on the role and enjoyed undertaking it in the online group. All thought it helped develop understanding of theory; 3 agreed it helped develop appreciation of group work, all agreed the interaction at the virtual meeting helped understanding of theories, and none agreed the exercise would work better in tutorials than in DSO.

Assignment 1, Option 2: Theory and case Studies

29 respondents chose Option 2, 19 of whom agreed participation in the DSO discussion helped them understand the theory of risk society; 22 thought it helped understanding of communication theory and citizenship theory. 14 agreed it helped understandings in ways that could not be achieved in class, and 13 agreed it helped understandings in ways that could not be achieved in reading printed materials.

Value of assessment tasks

The Save Wallaby Forest assignment was not highly valued but most students did not do it. Of the 4 who did, 3 highly valued it and 1 thought it was moderately valuable. Over half the students (58%) thought Option 2 was highly valuable, and a third thought it was moderately valuable.

Assignment 2 was valued highly by 23 students and moderately by 10.

Table 4: Value of assessment tasks for meeting learning objectives

	Assessment task
	High value
	Moderate value
	Minimum value
	No value

	Assignment 1, Option 1: Save Wallaby Forest (9 marked N/A)
	3 (9%)
	2 (6%)
	6 (19%)
	12 (38%)

	Assignment 1, Option 2: Theory and case Studies. (2 marked N/A)
	19 (58%)
	11 (33%)
	0 (0%)
	1 (3%)

	Assignment 2: Research Report
	23 (70%)
	10 (30%)
	---
	---


Use and value of unit resources

As shown in Table 5, the resources used most extensively were the Study Guide and Reader (61%), and lectures and tutorials (50%). Over half the students did not use the prescribed text, over half didn’t use the CD-Rom audio-visual materials, and 79% didn’t use the DSO chat facility. Use of DSO discussion was variable, though only students completing Assignment 1, option 2 used it extensively.

Table 5: Extent to which unit resources were used

	Resource
	Used extensively
	Used routinely
	 Used minimally
	Did not use & NA

	Study guide and reader*
	20 (61%)
	8 (24%)
	4 (12%)
	1 (3%)

	Lectures and tutorials
	17 (50%)
	12 (35%)
	2 (6%)
	3 (9%)

	Prescribed text (Beck, Giddens & Lash)*
	5 (15%)
	4 (12%)
	13 (39%)
	18 (53%)

	CD-ROM audiovisual materials
	3 (9%)
	3 (9%)
	10 (29%)
	18 (53%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 1 Option 1
	5 (15%)
	8 (24%)
	10 (29%)
	11 (32%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 1 Option 2*
	12 (36%)
	9 (27%)
	6 (18%)
	6 (18%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 2 #
	3 (9%)
	12 (38%)
	10 (31%)
	7 (22%)

	DSO resources:lecture notes, links, readings
	13 (38%)
	11 (32%)
	10 (29%)
	.---

	DSO chat
	1 (3%)
	1 (3%)
	5 (15%)
	27 (79%)


N.B. A * indicates 33 responses were received and # indicates 32 responses received.

Table 6: Usefulness of resources used in the unit

	Resource
	Very useful
	Moderately useful
	Not useful
	N/A

	Study guide and reader*
	28 (85%)
	5 (15%)
	…
	…

	Lectures and tutorials
	24 (71%)
	7 (21%)
	…
	3 (9%)

	Prescribed text (Beck, Giddens & Lash)*
	4 (12%)
	12 (36%)
	9 (27%)
	8 (24%)

	CD-ROM audiovisual materials #
	6 (19%)
	8 (25%)
	2 (6%)
	16 (50%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 1 Option 1 #
	3 (9%)
	12 (38%)
	5 (16%)
	12 (38%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 1 Option 2 #
	14 (44%)
	9 (28%)
	3 (9%)
	6 (19%)

	DSO discussion, Assignment 2 #
	9 (28%)
	15 (47%)
	2 (6%)
	5 (16%)

	DSO resources:lecture notes, links, readings
	14 (44%)
	15 (47%)
	2 (6%)
	1 (3%)

	DSO chat ^
	1 (3%)
	4 (13%)
	5 (16%)
	21 (68%)


N.B. A * indicates 33 responses were received, # indicates 32 responses received and ^ indicates 31.

Resources most likely to be regarded as very useful by those who used them were the Study Guide/Reader (85%) and face-to-face classes (71%). (See Table 6) DSO discussion, Assignment 1 Option 2 and DSO resources (lecture notes, links, readings) were seen to be very useful by 44% of respondents. Those regarded as not so useful were the prescribed text, DSO discussion Assignment 1, Option 1, and chat. This is not surprising since these were also the resources used least. 

There was some correlation between the extent of use of each resource and the value ascribed to it. Those who used resources extensively were more likely to find them highly valuable. For example, 63% of respondents used the Study Guide/reader extensively, and all found it to be very useful. Those who used them routinely generally found them to be highly or moderately valuable, while those who used them minimally or not at all were more likely to regard them as not useful. However there were some students who only used resources minimally and still regarded them as useful. Perhaps they did not have time for more extensive use. (See further details in the table in Appendix 1.)

Summary perceptions

Overall, students were very satisfied with the unit; it was valued highly by 62% and moderately by 32%. Only 6% thought it was of minimal or no value. All but 2 students provided comments about the unit, particularly their use of DSO. The majority of them (21 of 32) were very positive. In particular they liked the accessibility of unit materials through DSO, the opportunity to contact the lecturer at any time, and the fact they could learn from other students’ comments in the discussion areas. 

Participating in online discussion throughout the initial weeks of semester forced me to get a clear understanding of each topic.

Very useful, a better way to learn than just referring to books or classroom situations. The info is always there when you need to refer to it and it’s easier to read and understand than straight textbooks.

I was really impressed with DSO and the whole online interaction and prefer that communication to face-to-face communication, as it is more accessible. Very easy to use and fun as well.

One student mentioned the fact that contributions could be made without interruption and after some thought resulting in more considered postings.  Some students would like to have made more use of DSO resources and discussions, but work and other commitments reduced the time they had available.

One issue raised was the importance of the lecturer in the online environment. Students felt that DSO was better used in this unit than in others and that the presence of the lecture made a difference.

I learned and gained a lot by using DSO in this unit and I believe our involvement was very much affected by the lecturer as well as the subject whether it is interesting or not.

Those who were less positive about DSO had difficulties with the cost and speed of remote access and insufficient time to work on a computer. Other would have preferred to have less focus on DSO – they thought the unit relied too heavily on its use, and felt it was more appropriate for off-campus students. There was some confusion about assignment options and it appeared that the Save Wallaby Forest option was seen by students to be ‘too involved’. Some felt it was being used so much that it detracted from the face-to-face experience. Because content and information were readily available through DSO, class attendance was lower than usual. One student thought that reduced attendance affected adversely the quality of face-to-face discussions. Another noted that the use of DSO changed the social dynamics traditionally experienced in studying at University.

I feel more motivated going to classes and lectures knowing that if I miss the lecture, then I’ve totally missed out and I need to form relationships with other students to get notes, work together etc. However, now lecturers rush through lectures with the mentality that the notes are up on DSO. You also can’t be bothered making new friends in different classes because you never know if they’re going to be there. DSO does not motivate students to attend classes or lectures. Is that the plan?

Despite the less positive comments about DSO, students were overwhelmingly positive about the unit itself and the help and support provided by the lecturer.

APPENDIX 1: Correlation between usage and value

	Resource
	Extent of usage and value

	
	
	Extensive

use
	Routine use
	Minimal use 
	No use

	Study Guide /Reader
	Very useful
	63%
	22%
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	
	3%
	13%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	
	
	

	
	N/A


	
	
	
	

	Lectures/tutorials
	Very useful
	47%
	24%
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	3%
	12%
	9%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	
	
	

	
	N/A
	
	
	
	9%



	Prescribed text
	Very useful
	13%
	
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	3%
	9%
	22%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	3%
	19%
	6%

	
	N/A
	
	
	
	25%



	CD-Rom A/V Materials
	Very useful
	6%
	6%
	3%
	3%

	
	Moderately 
	3%
	
	22%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	
	
	6%

	
	N/A
	
	3%
	6%
	41%



	DSO discussion, Ass 1 Option 1
	Very useful
	6%
	3%
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	6%
	13%
	19%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	3%
	9%
	3%

	
	N/A
	3%
	3%
	
	31%



	DSO discussion, Ass 1 Option 2
	Very useful
	28%
	13%
	3%
	

	
	Moderately 
	9%
	16%
	3%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	
	9%
	

	
	N/A
	
	
	
	16%



	DSO discussion, Assignment 2
	Very useful
	10%
	13%
	3%
	

	
	Moderately 
	
	29%
	16%
	3%

	
	Not useful
	
	
	6%
	3%

	
	N/A
	
	
	3%
	13%



	DSO resources
	Very useful
	28%
	16%
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	9%
	19%
	19%
	

	
	Not useful
	
	
	6%
	

	
	N/A
	
	
	3%
	

	DSO chat
	Very useful
	
	3%
	
	

	
	Moderately 
	3%
	
	6%
	3%

	
	Not useful
	
	
	6%
	10%

	
	N/A
	
	
	3%
	65%


