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Description
The project is part-funded by the
CDE. The research aims to:
• develop and test narrative
research methods for
gathering information at a
distance about participants’
experiences of e-learning;

• design an embedded
approach to evaluating the
learner experience based on
these methods;

• re-conceptualise the traditional
demarcations between
‘teaching’,‘student support’
and ‘evaluation’by bringing
closer together research
methodology and
pedagogical practice;

• make recommendations for
the design of embedded
evaluation within pedagogical
practice

The contribution of learner-
narratives to qualitative research
into e-learning is as yet under-
developed. The project develops
and applies narrative
investigative methods which
have the flexibility that is
necessary to capture and record
the complexities of human
experiential phenomena for
students studying in online
contexts.

This requires the adaptation of
existing narrative data collection
methods (e.g. one-to-one
interviews, participant journals,
oral storying, focus group
discussion) to the distance
situation and the development
of newmethods which harness
the potentials of communication
technologies (e.g web-
conferencing, online focus
groups, telephony).

The project addresses the need
to develop qualitative
instruments by which
practitioners can investigate the
effectiveness of e-pedagogies
with fully online distance
learners. Hitherto, a ‘student
satisfaction’model has
dominated approaches to
evaluation conducted by HE
practitioners, particularly in the

distance context where close
engagement with qualitative
analyses of experience is more
difficult to achieve, and there is a
reliance on survey means of
evaluating learners’experiences.

Narrative investigative methods
are widely under-used in this field
but there is a growing interest in
their potential to elicit the
subjective and perceptual
experiences of diverse learners
and use these to contribute to an
ongoing process of pedagogic
review which is informed by the
learner voice (Daly and Pachler,
2007, Pachler and Daly, 2006).

The project aims to make a
significant contribution to
advancing e-learning provision
by providing practical tools and
a theoretical model for more
useful and meaningful
evaluations of the student
experience.

Mainstream approaches have
seen evaluation as a tool for
course improvement and for
accountability. To date,
evaluation has been rooted in
‘exit’model approaches, by
which information about
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students’experiences is
collected after engaging in a
module or course,when it
cannot directly impact on those
learners themselves.

By contrast, the premise of this
model is that student learning is
enhanced by evaluation which
is concurrent with teaching, in
which a reciprocal relationship is
established between tutor and
learner around how the learning
is going. This foregrounds the
need for meta-level
engagement of students with
their learning, and for tools by
which they explicity explore and
understand the processes of
being an e-learner.

Previous research has tested out
the feasibility of distance
methods of narrative evaluation
where corroboration of their
effectiveness could be facilitated
by face-to-face opportunities to
meet with students in a mixed-
mode context.

Within previous research,we
have been able to identify clear
benefits for the students as well
as trial a variety of methods, and
have compiled sample cases
out of which recommendations
have emerged regarding the
wider applicability of our model
frommixed-mode contexts to
fully online programmes.

The team is in a strong position to
test the more challenging
application of the model to fully
online contexts, in consultation
with new partners with expertise
in e-learning and evaluation
design for different cohorts of
learners within different e-
programme disciplines but all
studying in work-based contexts
and combining study with work-

life patterns.

Methodology
A set of methods are being
developed to include one-to-
one and group-based data
collection which first elicits
learner narratives and then
engages students in reviewing
the effects of such narrating on
their participation and learning
in their distance programmes.
The learner narratives are subject
to a rigorous grounded analysis,
to establish the effects of meta-
level engagement with learning
through such methods.A second
stage of analysis assesses the
effectiveness of the narrative
methods used in order to refine
the investigative tools which will
be produced by the project.

A protocol for developing
embedded evaluation in online
courses is being developed by
the project. By conducting the
research with two cohorts of
students following differing
professional masters courses in
specialised sites, conclusions are
drawn on the applicability of
methods and the processes
involved for adopting
embedded evaluation within
accredited professional learning
e-programmes.

Outcomes
The deliverables are:

1. A set of investigative narrative
resources for embedded
evaluation for adoption by e-
practitioners. These will be
developed through testing
narrative data collection
methods in fully online
contexts.

2. A proposed model, the
protocol, for the design and
implementation of embedded

evaluation based on narrative
data collection in such
contexts.

3. A theoretical
reconceptualisation of the
relationship between
teaching, evaluation and
research for e-practitioners.

The report will identify a series of
illustrative learner-narratives and
the implications for embedding
evaluation within course design
and pedagogical practice. To
maximise the potential practical
impact of the study, it will include
a detailed account of the
narrative research tools used to
collect evidence of the learning
experience, presented with a set
of investigative resources for
adoption by institutions. These
will be made available via the
WLE and CDE websites.
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