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Abstract

On the eve of the tenth anniversary of a Departraghiealth (England) statement in 2002, stating tha use
of distance learning in the delivery of health caglecation is driven by the students involved, vasent the
evolution and development of the MSc in Public ltealffered by the University of Bedfordshire, whichs
proved the DoH's statement correct. We presetieifiirst part of this paper, the current situatigth regards
the MSc and the project to launch it into a fulhfline delivery; and then we backtrack to coverakelution of
the Public Health Masters online programme, fravsdmewhat humble beginnings in 2006, to the ctirren
situation in 2011. We chart the project's move thoverseas market, a high percentage of ourahéthen
and now) being from the European Union and fronettgping African countries; in doing so we highligiaime
of the specific challenges that this subject hasddn a multilingual market and some of the clmagjks
(technological, geographical, for example) that wdintinue to be factors of note. We explore th#amoof
technology cultivating a learning atmosphere obgldnterconnectedness, through the use of WehritiGhe
germination of social networking, collaboration antkroperability. With this approach in mind wepleato
exhibit good practice in the use of technologietoats for learning.
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Introduction: The Present

By the time this paper is printed the UniversityBafdfordshire should have completed its move frokhoale 2
delivery for the Public Health Masters, to a Modddlivery of the same. In essence this means aaiaslift
from a blended approach to a fully sustainablenentielivery, using a range of tools and teachirdlearning
strategies. This project, as might be expectedidlen some time to evolve, and is regarded, ev&n as an
organic piece of work that can be updated, adaptetledited as the needs arise. At all times ftdingibn is
paid to the feedback of our students and our acedesers.

Preparing for the transition to Mode 3 necessitatéesh look at the existing programme of delivéxsighough
by this point (2010) the Masters had been runniith ablended approach of face-to-face and distéea®ing
modules for several years (see below), it wastffielt more was needed for a distance learning pactem re-
using the same materials. To this end we embarked full scale work-through and review. Despite thet
that the content had worked well in recent yearstfooriginal purpose, it was soon apparent thatauld not
stand up to the different (and rigorous) requiretm@f a distance learning course. Too much dependegihat
would henceforth be absent: namely a lecturer'siphiydelivery of the programme. In other words atvhad
suited one project more than adequately for a numbgears required a new approach to take intoaaicthe
absence of other human beings.
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The existing material went through an edit for é¢stesicy, layout, presentation, and to ensure tieafacts were
current. (The last of these considerations of aumsist always be borne in mind with material albmutilic
health issues.) Conscious of recent estimatesrélaaters only absorb 25% of what is presented aescwe
made sure that the text was not too ‘'wordy' andl kb or important statements (where appropriatejew
substantiated with relevant illustrations and/@agdams. In time we intend to include video to impéat and
enforce the cognitive alignment and complementasgntirther. We have also embarked on the learning
technologies of discussion boards and wikis, atttbabh it is probably too early to judge their umibn into

the programme a success or otherwise, we are emfabout their future use as effective tools.

The message has been that distant learners exyaity dnteraction, both with their peers and wiitieir tutors.
For this reason alone the upgrade to the existiogramme would have been seen as a good ideahéndt t
were other factors that informed our decision-mghkimocesses — other reasons why we are movingttieto
exciting realm of the unknown.

Evolution of the Project

The Public Health Masters is one of a rapidly grayvnumber of resources offered by the University of
Bedfordshire that has evolved via a recognitiort thihat used to be the 'traditional' learning exgrere can
(and perhaps, must) be enriched and transformedidhrthe use of technology, irrespective of thdlehges
that a change in approach will usually present.

The roots of the project lie in 2005, at which pdine programme was under the umbrella of Healtre Ca
Professional Practice; by the end of the followyepnr the Masters had become a programme on its own.
However, this independence did not arrive withautpems, and there existed some inevitable chadiersogd
guestions that had to be dealt with. In develomnd launching the MSc in Public Health, for example
assumed that students would enter with a rangeisfireg research and evaluative skills. But in fdmtween
2005 and 2006, Exploring Research Methodologiesarasight (and mandatory) unit for the simple reabat

the students had severely limited knowledge in dénesaa — limited to such an extent that it was ifisieht to
enable an acceptable grade in their dissertation.

For another thing, the final student numbers fer year 2006-2007 were not as high as had been texhec
quickly became clear that there had been a muchtegraumber oEnquiresabout the course than had been
applications to enrol. In order to learn why thigght have been so, a brief audit was undertakemégns of a
short and friendly questionnaire. Of the 120 staslemho had enquired, it came to light that 22 hadrb
accepted at other Universities. This left 88 pagstudents who had gone on to do something dtizer study
with the University of Bedfordshire; and these 8&dme the target market for our audit and were thent
guestionnaire.

Gratifyingly, every one of the 88 questionnairesvad back, 13 from the UK, 10 from the EU and 6&ni
elsewhere (the majority of this third category lgeirom developing countries). The results wererggng and
somewhat unexpected. The demographics of postgeadtizdents had either changed or was in the psarfes
changing. Among the group a large number were raattudents, with slightly more females, who migéédh
to juggle family responsibilities with a return $tudy. (The ratio of women to men being slightlgher in the
women's favour was of interest, especially in ightlof Leonard's (1994) suggestion that one tbirdvomen
find a lack of support when they return to eduaatibhis was — and surely remains — a serious igsaensider
when designingany sort of HE programme.) Neither qualification, typework, nor the course fee itself a
primary reason for not pursuing the application.e Tbbstacle cited was the University-stipulated 80%
attendance requirement: students were not willingign up when it was unlikely or impossible thatyt would
be able to attend for the minimum hours.

A distance learning course grew out of the subsatgiscussions; and the question that we bore mdmias as
follows: Is human interaction essential or will heology and the virtual environment suffice? We avaware
that Kevern and Webb (2004) had identified that eamature students lack coping strategies and stppor
systems for effectively managing both the workladda taught course and their domestic role, whidtieal
further support for the need to develop and offéesble and family-friendly system of studyingn® way of
doing this was by using blended learning within &oal Learning Environment (VLE) — this approach
augmented by the added bonus of introducing dityeinsio delivery. A VLE offers a student accesshts/her
learning resources at a convenient time — but drilye technological infrastructures are in plaaenatter that
must never be taken for granted, especially whesidering educational delivery in developing coigstr
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Right from the very beginning, then, we were awhed there were Big Questions to address. Not l@astthe
thorny issue of how to avoid what we knew had toaleided, i.e. a learning resource consisting wipg
reading exercises, with nothing to enrich the egmee. And then there was to take on board thedunemtal
recognition that health education is fraught withieal, sometimes controversial, frequently compsues that
might benefit from intellectual interaction and daio-face debate. On the other hand, we had tivenatfons of
(inter alia) Gibbs (2000), who suggests that subjects hava besught alive by distance learners in the way
they use the new technology. Gibbs also positstibaght that even the process of communication éetw
lecturer and student can be improved by distanamileg: the teacher takes a more considered tif@rée
responding, rather than make a comment that irr athr@exts might be regarded as cursory. In ottedsy the
lecturer feels that the student should be self-emaped to take charge of his/her own learning attbtadevel.
Both Boud (2000) and Yorke (2003) have argued tra of the key purposes of Higher Education is to
facilitate the autonomy of learners.

Whether this was an achievable goal remained &eba.

Challenges, 1: Prefatory Matters

"Traditional' modes of learning (Palloff and Pi@b01) argue) might not be suitable to prepareesttedfor the
autonomy and interdependence needed to engageawiittual learning environment to their best adaget
Although the world of technology-enhanced learnimgs developed considerably in the decade since this
judgement was made (one of the reasons for thigrpepthe first place), it is worth reflecting omch
comments, and of course on what we might learn fiteem. After all, when discussing the growth ofistahce
learning programme, we must elaborate on more tti@mequisite technology as a changing agent:etheérs
themselves are changing agents, making a movgpotssibly) unknown territory. How would we ensuhatt

the learners would be engaged without yearninghiaman contact? Or could we assume that given the
geographical isolation in which many of our leamenrolled, they would be accustomed to the chgédlen
peculiar to distance learning, or at least readhdjoist to them?

Our guess that many distance learners would regniteu of immediate peer support, considerablgp®rt on
the part of the lecturer proved correct. (This préoh of 'neediness' was one of the reasons whghaeged the
same fee as if they had been face-to-face leajresst has transpired, those learners who seemave thought
the ramifications of distance learning through tumhly have been fine, but a tiny minority who hanever
studied this way have found, and continue to fieftain aspects of the delivery and the expectsiinade of
them difficult; and these are the learners who ireqai great deal of support.

To begin with, learners were told that they woudgkdh an internet connection and that we worked Widrd 7

as a first-choice package. It was not deemed densib insist on any more ambitious technological
requirements: although in recent years the teclyidd infrastructure worldwide has been augmerited
generalto support distance learning, it is certainly rie¢ taseeverywhereFurthermore, in some parts of the
world, the cost of bandwidth is still prohibitivend cost alone (irrespective of technical possibd) is a
limiting factor, reducing the chances for videceating, for example. With these thoughts in mind, have
had to consider a course that can be delivered tiphe platforms. Regardless of our dream of arsewith
synchronous components and an all-singing-all-dendénterface (for example), the realities of ouolml
working environment have imposed certain inevitatenpromises. Asynchronous material is developed t
meet learners' demands, whatever the time zondheireorigins, and whatever access to telecomnatioies is
the case. The important factor is an effective camigation infrastructure. After all, the geograpathic
remoteness of a learner might or might not be eeleto the student's progress (it depends on Hrede); but
when we add in matters such as local economic tiondj or an environment in which the cost of sutipg an
infrastructure is overwhelming, then it might bettlihe development of technology is all-but implblesi
without additional sources of funds. Such matteightnbe beyond the control (or even prediction)aofy
programme developer.

Something similar might be said of staffing issugg.now it should come as no revelation that facéate
teaching and distance teaching are different diseip, needing different approaches and differdillsssets;
that while there are key shared outcomes betweertvib, it by no means follows that a member offstaf
proficient at one will automatically be proficieat the other. Nor is the efficiettaining of staff who are
proficient in one discipline into exponents of tecond discipline is a dead certainty. Far fronmnitfact, the
transference between the two skills sets mightbeopossible at all; and it is more than likely @sd you are
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lucky!) that any staff available will (at first) da adequate professional training in the developnse
deployment of distance learning.

And yet, is there a choice? You have a distanamileg programme to develop (possibly against sooneaf
operational or strategic deadline). Not only tharters, but also the lecturers (and for that matter team
administrators) would benefit from dependable astegjuality educational resources in order to jgi®basic
learning experiences, as well as to continuinggssibnal development for the improvement of thecation
systems that they put in place.

Language skills were also noted, and remain ndteslighout the programme with every iteration thajoes
through. With a programme that can be deliveredmueye in the world, it will come as no surprisetteame
learners enrol with limited English (although onlyce since 2005 has a learner discontinued Pulgladthi for
reasons of poor English alone).

These were among some of the prefatory matterssat into the planning of the delivery; but thaere are
some challenges that with all the will in the woolde cannot predict. The Public Health Mastershaakits fair
share of these too.

Challenges, 2: The Unpredictable

Of course the most unpredictable component of amaihic is the human being. A piece of technologghmi
well let us down, but in general it will work orwtill not work. A human being on a distance leaghaourse is
infinitely more unpredictable. The very term 'dista learner' could be seen as a gross oversingidit, based
on ideals...but perhaps this is a topic for a spgpaper. In short, we might say that human bewiljsot be
predicted; and understanding the culture of stiglenhow they have been educated to date, whatitdest
their learning preferences — will only get us s &nd no further.

The learners demand a good deal of attention. Bheyrepared to wait their turn (in general), big ot true

to assume that a distance learner will necessanhk methodically through the material with whick/éhe has
been presented. We have found so far that leaffersindia, Pakistan and Africa in particular arévdn to be
A-grade students; and there even persists an #xtonotion that if an overall percentage does Roeed 50%
then the qualification cannot be considered a Msast€his latter idea would find sympathy with many
academics (here and abroad), but the fact of thtemamains that what might be regarded in son@es as
an admirable trait — a drive to succeed — is neaind of itself a universally positive thing. A stud who passed
with 46% has taken the matter to the Board of Gower and an Ombudsman, irrespective of the fattsina
averaged Cs and Ds throughout the course: one daarhhe relentless cultural pressures under wharhe of
our learners toil.

Given the prevalence of HIV and Aids in some of tloeintries where we have students on the Publidtiiea
Masters, we might have imagined these conditionbeamportant considerations. Not so: a total ghei
learners admitted upfront that they were HIV Pusitibut did not ask for any concessions or chariges
anything: the information was a courtesy only. Rarder to 'confess', on the other hand (or so itldveeem),
has been the issue of dyslexia. A failure to digudgch an issue (or in fact any issue that miglecty impede
the learning process) can raise problems. To coenpao case studies with similar origins: Studen{a
European female) had dyslexia, which she revealeddvance of the course starting. She was offdred t
appropriate support. Student B (a European fenfad)dyslexia, which she diubt reveal in advance of the
course starting. It was some distance into the ssobefore the troubles began, and the very besntlght
come out of such a scenario is the imposition 5880 test for dyslexia, which the student has fpa The
lesson to be learned is to be aware of the poggibil learning impediments; to know as much backed as
possible.

Bipolar disorder, if untreated, would fall into shcategory. A female student with bipolar disordesved
problematic in the sense that she refused to Hasedndition treated. The symptomatology was shahthis
student suffered an all-but total erosion to héititions. Her emails were sexually frank and unayubus; she
made inappropriate comments to staff and to herspsemetimes sending in excess of twenty emaitsnim
day. The behaviour led to two students being drizamay from the course with depression, and segmlp
activities had to be abandoned and reconvenedaéiadate... It surely qualifies as irony, thetfdw@at in her
country this very same student practiced as a GP!
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But let us conclude with something a little moresitige.

A Student's Final Word...

Perhaps it is not conventional to finish a papehwainote of good wishes from a previous learnatrjrbthe
spirit of anniversary and celebration with which legan, we felt it might be nice to show how areaiin one
of the more difficult-to-reach regions has beerettd by the Public Health Masters. The studertes/iall but
verbatim):

Hello good people. | just thought of you in thevreeason. | saw on Sky and BBC News that it was a
snowy Xmas and new year. | gather things are alinask to normal now. | hope you are doing well in
the New Year. | am fine here, still on leave btigg back to work next week. Bu the way, didll tel
you | moved from the nursing school to the MinisiiyHealth? | joined the ministry in August last
year, ARV Programme. It's interesting because ved With the National ARV program's policy
development, we ensure its roll out and monitopitsgress and all [of this] we do based on evidence
There are lots of research issues and [I] am evegaged in some research project, still at proposal
level though. | am enjoying the job so far.

Wishing a prosperous year all the way!

Summary

By allocating significant resources in order toigestrong, engaging distance learning servicesdet both
the collective and individual needs of our studemtdifferent parts of the world, the University Bédfordshire
has grasped the nettle of providing quality edaeeitn health care, with the barrier of geographétisiance on
its way to being overridden once and for all.
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