
HETL Conference, Orlando 2013 

Carey Stephens and Fran Myers 

The Open University,  

Faculty of Business and Law (FBL) 

 

LOST IN (SOCIAL) SPACE?  

Testing the transition to learning online 



Lost in (Social) Space? 
Testing the transition to learning online 
Carey Stephens & Fran Myers, The Open University, Faculty of Business and Law 



The Open University 

• Blended distance learning 

– Mix of online (VLE) and face-to-face 

provision 

– Open access  

– Part time student profile   

– Modular rather than          

programme route 

 

Source: blended-classrooms  https://blended-classrooms.wikispaces.com/ 



  

Source: http://www.scoop.it/t/straighterline/p/3453080496/free-online-college-

courses-moocs-vs-straighterline-straight-talk-college-education-blog 

External context 

• Higher fees…Increased consumerism 

• Historical separation 

•  (full time work/part time students) 

• Current blurring on a continuum   

• (full time work and full time study 

equivalency) 

• Student self-service enrolment…rather than 

course choice advice 

• Growth of MOOC (Massive Open Online 

Courses) as another potential game changer 



UK Part Time vs. Full Time 
Total UG FTEs and OU Market Share 

  The overall Part Time market fell by 5.7% 09/10 vs. 10/11, 

with UG PT -5.7% and PG PT -5.9%.  OU UG FTEs increase 

by 3.5% and increase market share to 38.5%.   

OU UG FTEs Other Unis UG FTEs 

Source: HESA 2010/11 UK Summary, J.Rogers, OU Marketing 



  

Source:  http://247lifestyle.wordpress.com/2010/03/31/24%C2%B77-lifestyle-logo-2/ 

Possible implications for  

Part time study? 
 

• Attempt to obtain degree in UK 

traditional timeline of 3 years or 

less (evidence of multiple module 

registrations identified increasing 

especially from October 2012)  
 

• Unrealistic expectations of 24/7 

support which fits into individual 

lifestyle 

 



FBL Student Age Profile  
OU FBL student age profiles
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Source: Etale – Life in the Digital World  http://etale.org/main/tag/blended-learning/ 

  
Research Questions 

• Finding out what's really driving our online student 

behaviour  

Q - Have we made institutional assumptions about 

how students behave online? 

Q - How are students interacting within our online                

environment? 

Q- What can it tell us to help retention?  

 



Research Outline 

2009 cohort – two key strands 

 

•Look at how different student groups 

work with the VLE 

   - how do students go from social 

     space to learning on line? 

   - Which group engaged most? 

 

•Benefits of using this data as a 

retention tool  



Literature Review  

• Crosses THREE areas 

 Student retention   

 Open/distance learning 

courses…traditionally poor 

retention rates but retention 

on online and e-learning is 

often worse’ (Simpson). 

  Studies on retention in other 

HEIs (Keegan, Bennett…). 

Source:  How the Millennial Generation Works  http://people.howstuffworks.com/culture-traditions/generation-

gaps/millennial-generation.htm 



Literature Review cont’d….. 

• Crosses THREE areas 

 Part time students (Yorke and 

Longden)  

 Learning Design/Cost of moving 

online (Salmon/Laurillard) 

• costing technological 

enhancements to learning 

• “…context of the environment 

….learners inhabit…” 

 

 

 

Source:  How the Millennial Generation Works  http://people.howstuffworks.com/culture-

traditions/generation-gaps/millennial-generation.htm 



Methodology 

• 3000+ UG Year 1 Business & 

management students 

– Retrospective study (2009-10 

cohort) 

• Quantitative & qualitative 

approach: 

– study included detailed analysis 

of 54,000 online forum postings.  

– cross-mapping with OU student 

record system  - entries made by 

tutors and learner support staff. 

 



Methodology cont’d… 

Initial data set contained key 

information:- 

– assignment and module 

results,  

– personal profile data 

(inc. age, gender and 

declared disability) 

– recorded tutor referrals 

or interventions for 

additional student. 



  • Portfolio of online media tools 

provided  

– evolved mirroring other 

digital environments   

• Private tutor forum (20 

students) 

• Module wide and pan-

faculty cafés  

• Personal (private?) 

online space  

• mainstreaming the use of                

technology for teaching & 

learning 

 

• Research into Learning 

Design 

– Laurillard  

• Learning context 

– Knight 

• erosion of study                   

boundaries  

Source: The Millennial Moment http://www.nightclub.com/bar-

management/consumer-trends/the-millennial-moment 

Social space vs. online learning 



  

Source: In Touch with Student Services  http://www.csulb.edu/divisions/students2/intouch/archives/2007-08/vol16_no1/01.htm   

Challenging our Institutional assumptions  

• Millennials majority of traditional HEI populations at 

present 

– Research on their learning needs 

 

• Growth in this market for OU   

– Many OU assumptions that younger students 

would be the greatest participants online and 

largest beneficiaries of blended experience  

 



Challenging Institutional assumptions II – 

user type and type of use…. 

  Number of posts   

Age of 

student 
Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Total posts 

Percentage of 

cohort  

Difference 

compared to 

expected 

18 to 25 7,732 5,432 695 13,859 25.5% -6% 

26 to 35 10,057 7,695 1,144 18,896 34.7% -2% 

36 to 45 7,791 6,327 1,121 15,239 28.0% 4% 

46 to 55 2,870 2,489 494 5,853 10.8% 3% 

56 to 65 267 201 44 512 0.9% 0% 

65+ 29 7 4 40 0.1% 0% 



Secondary benefit of VLE tools 

• Tracking tool for student behaviour 

• Changes in behaviour indicated 

change in engagement  

– Student “drift” 

– Role of support 

• Re-development of proactive 

retention strategies 

– Higher fees  

– Graduation rates  

– Retention and progression  
Source:  Tribal labs  http://www.triballabs.net/2011/12/using-data-

mining-to-help-with-student-retention-in-further-and-higher-education/ 
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Summary Findings 

• Several sorts of findings: 

– OU assumptions about young students (U25) 

were wrong; most active online groups were 

35-55 

– Studying multiple modules wasn’t the assumed 

show stopper, although it did affect grading   

– Students were reluctant to cross over from 

social space to learning space - unless steered 

by tutor / requirement of assessment 

…interaction remained social   



Findings cont’d… 

• Changes to behaviour online were always 

associated with changes to engagement 

– Positive from tutor intervention 

– Negative in passive / active withdrawal 

• Role of tutors in active decision-making 

• Student drift with less engaged tutor 

–Case studies where students clearly 

thought they were still studying when we 

know they have failed  



Conclusions from first study 

• Obvious patterns emerged 

• Existing retention policies underfunded / 

potentially intrusive  

• Existing profiling does work but has limitations 

• Potential for tracking as a non-intrusive, cost 

effective monitoring of student engagement  

• New technology for T&L but secondary benefits 

in retention 



  

Summary…  

• Fee changes – change 

behaviour?  

• Higher expectations and 

demands 

• Increased multiple modules 

• full time study/part time  

   basis 

 

Recommended… 

Intervention at module choice 

Intervention at first 

assignment 



  

Source: Learning Age Solutions http://robhubbard.wordpress.com/2011/04/07/how-to-create-an-effective-blend/ 

2012/3 study  

• New VLE enables automated tracking  

• University funding to look at what can be 

substantiated to support profiling as result of 

ours and others studies 

• Current work …. 



References  

• Bennett, R., Kottasz, R. and Nicciolino, J (2007) “Catching the early walker: an examination of potential antecedents of rapid student exit 

from business related undergraduate degree programmes in a post-1992 university, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 31 pp 109-32 

• Bendelow, A. (2010) “How to teach the millennial learner? Critically.” http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-

learner.html (Accessed 26th March 2012)  

• Black, A. (2010). “Gen Y: Who They Are and How They Learn”. Educational Horizons, 88(2), pp. 92-101.  

• Bramble, W. J. & Panda, S. eds. (2008). Economics of distance and online Learning: Theory, Practice and Research.  

• Donath, Judith S. (1999). "Identity and deception in the virtual community". In Smith, Marc A.; Kollock, Peter. Communities in Cyberspace 

(accessed via Judith Donath MIT webpage, 6th April 2011) http://smg.media.mit.edu/people/Judith/  

• Elam, C., Stratton, T., & Gibson, D. D. (2007). “Welcoming a new generation to college: The millennial students.” Journal of College 

Admission, 195(2), 20–25.  

• Harrison, N. (2006) “The impact of negative experiences, dissatisfaction and attachment on first year undergraduate withdrawal”, Journal of 

Further and Higher Education, 30 pp 377 -391 

• Keegan, T.A. “Student integration in a new higher education institution”, (2010) Open University Ed.D.; Open University Library copy  

• Keeling, Sarah, "Advising the millennial generation," National Academic Advising Association (NACADA), journal no. 23(1&2)(2003): pp. 30-

36. Accessed via the University of Washington web resources http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-

05_millenial_generation.pdf  (accessed Feb 29th 2012)  

• Laing C., Chao K-M., Robinson, A. (2005) “Managing the expectations of non-international students: a process of negotiation”, Journal of 

Further and Higher Education, Vol. 29, No.2, pp.169-179 

• Laurillard, Diana (2007) “Modelling benefits-oriented costs for technology enhanced learning”. Higher Education, 54 (1). pp. 21-39. ISSN 

00181560 (Print) 1573174X (Online) (accessed 31st December 2011) via http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/506/  

• Laurillard, Diana (2008) “Technology Enhanced Learning as a Tool for Pedagogical Innovation”, Journal of Philosophy of Education, Vol. 42, 

No. 3-4, 2008 

• Lee,A, Danis,C., Miller, T., Jung, Y (2001), “Fostering Social Interaction in Online Spaces IBM Research”, 30 Saw Mill River Road, 

Hawthorne, NY 10532 USA 

http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://thewikiness.blogspot.co.uk/2010/11/how-to-teach-millennial-learner.html
http://books.google.com/?id=210IkjyN8gEC
http://smg.media.mit.edu/people/Judith/
http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-05_millenial_generation.pdf
http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-05_millenial_generation.pdf
http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-05_millenial_generation.pdf
http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-05_millenial_generation.pdf
http://depts.washington.edu/apac/roundtable/12-05-05_millenial_generation.pdf
http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/506/


References II 
• †GVU Center, Georgia Institute of Technology, Atlanta, GA 30332 USA 

• ‡Nokia Research Center, Ruoho 2, Itamerenkatu 11-13, 00180, Helsinki Finland http://www.webcollab.com/alee/papers/interact01.pdf  

(accessed 16th March 2012) 

• Leonard-Barton, D. (1995). Wellsprings of Knowledge: Building and Sustaining the Sources of Innovation, Harvard Business School Press. 

• Mingers, J (2000) “What is it to be Critical? Teaching a Critical Approach to Management Undergraduates”, Management Learning, vol 31 

(2)Sage, London  

• Open University Learn Design Initiative http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/OULDI/ (accessed 31st December 2011) 

• Perraton, H. (2009). Book review of Bramble, W.J. and Panda, S. (2008). Open Learning; The Journal of Open and Distance Learning, 

24(3).  

• Quinn, J., Thomas, L., Slack, K., Casey, L., Thexton, W. & Noble, J. (2005) From life crisis to lifelong learning: rethinking working-class 

‘drop out’ from higher education (York, UK, Joseph Rowntree Foundation). 

• Rumble, G. (2001). The Costs and Costing of Networked Learning. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5(2), 75-96.  

• Salmon, G. (2005). Flying not flapping: A strategic framework for e-learning and pedagogical innovation in higher education 

institutions. ALT–J, 13, 201-218. doi:10.1080/09687760500376439  

• Schwartz, C. (2010). Using Technology to Impact Student Retention at Montgomery County Community College. Educause Review Online. 

Retrieved from http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college 

• Simpson, O., (2003) “Student retention in online, open and distance learning”, London, Kogan Page 

• Strauss, N and Howe, W (2000) Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation, Vintage, New York  

• Yorke, M and Longden, B (2007) The first year experience in higher education in the UK: Report on Phase 1 of a project funded by the 

Higher Education Academy. (revised) 

• http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_king

dom (accessed 09 February 2012) 

• Yorke M and Longden B (2008)., et al ‘The experiences of part-time students in higher education: a study from the UK’ 

• http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_experiences_of_parttime_students_in_he  (accessed 09 

February 2012) 

 

http://www.webcollab.com/alee/papers/interact01.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/OULDI/
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/using-technology-impact-student-retention-montgomery-county-community-college
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_kingdom
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_kingdom
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_kingdom
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_kingdom
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_first_year_experience_of_higher_education_in_the_united_kingdom
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_experiences_of_parttime_students_in_he
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidencenet/Summaries/the_experiences_of_parttime_students_in_he


Contact details 

 

• Fran Myers –  

  f.m.myers@open.ac.uk 

 

• Carey Stephens – 

c.a.stephens@open.ac.uk 

 

mailto:f.m.myers@open.ac.uk
mailto:f.m.myers@open.ac.uk
mailto:c.a.stephens@open.ac.uk

