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UELconnect

• Unique centralised unit within UEL
– Fast growing
– Innovative approaches to learning
– Leading provider of distance learning
– Commercial consultancy on elearning

http://www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect


UELconnect - www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect

University of
East London

UELconnect

“Centralised”

UELconnect

Collaborative
partners

Students

Academic
Schools

http://www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect


UELconnect - www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect

University of
East London

Distance learning at UEL

• Growth over the last 6 years
• 2003: 1 programme, 50 students
• 2009: 29 programmes, 4100 students
• 4 collaborative partners
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Themes

1. Academic course requirements
2. Quality assurance
3. The student experience
4. Appropriate use of technology
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Academic course requirements

•Research degrees at UEL
– Core research modules

• 2 taught modules: PhD, MPhil, MRes…
– Supervisor / student contact

• adequate face-to-face contact
• Documented contact

– Formal progression review
• Student must attend

– Research environment
• Normally, at least 6 weeks on campus 

per year
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Core research modules

• Two modules
– Understanding Research Processes and 

Contexts
– Research Preparation and Planning

• Generic research methods - not exhaustive!
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Core research modules

• Printed study guides
– Highly structured
– Activity-based

• Basic scenarios
• Self-reflection

• Reading pack
• Access to journals via Athens
• Access to Student Advisors
• VLE:

– Online discussion forums
– Online tutor support

http://www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect


UELconnect - www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect

University of
East London

The student experience

• Equivalence of experience
• DL students

– Committed, self-motivated
– Independent learners
– Time management

• Community
– Peers
– Academic support
– Pastoral support

• Direction and clarity
– Clear structure
– Forward planning
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The student experience

1. Research methods
2. Access to resources
3. Contact & supervision
4. Research environment
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Access to resources

•Funding, ethics, codes of practice
–UEL Graduate School, online

•“First sweep” tools
•Athens access to journals
•Search and alert
•“Ask a Librarian”
•Bibliography tools
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Resources: Google Scholar

•
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Access to resources: citeulike
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Access to resources: Zetoc

•
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Contact and supervision

• Supervisors – students
• Advisors – students
• Students – students
• Extending beyond the VLE
• Rethinking “face to face”
• Blogs, chats, video, 2nd Life, “webinars”, etc
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Supervision through blogging 

• Blog is private: only the student and supervisor(s) 
have access
– Student adds a blog entry

• Eg “I am currently investigating x: here is what I think, so 
far…”

– Supervisor adds a comment
• Eg “If you’re looking into x, you might also consider y…

– Supervisor and student hold a conversation using the 
blog comments functionality.

• Suitable for 1 to 1 contact. 
• Simple, text-based, well-understood
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Chat sessions

• 1 to 1, or group sessions
• Real time, “synchronous” contact
• Text-based, or voice-enabled
• Group sessions must be moderated

http://www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect


UELconnect - www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect

University of
East London

Chat - Skype
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Skype: voice or video

• “You can be right there with them” – current 
advertising campaign

• 1 to 1 video (possible to pay for multi-user 
conference)

• Skype and Pamela
– Call recording
– Video recording
– Requires caller consent
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Online presentations

• Dimdim / Elluminate
• Group presentations

– Eg Additional sessions on specific research methods
• Recordable
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Presentations - Dimdim
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Second Life

•1 to 1, or group
•May “feel” more like a 
lecture or seminar group, 
though this can be 
deceptive
•Voice-enabled or text-
based chat
•Integrate presentations 
or video
•Requires a fairly high 
level of technical 
knowledge

http://www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect


UELconnect - www.uel.ac.uk/uelconnect

University of
East London

Second Life at UEL

•UEL – SmartLab
•Practice-based PhDs in 3 main research clusters:

– Performance Technologies and New Media Arts
– Virtual worlds, learning environments & gaming
– Assistive technologies

•Exploring areas such as:
– Online identity
– Gender roles on stage and screen
– Emotionally empowering role play
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Initiatives at UEL

•New Social Learning platform
– A greater sense of community
–Profile
– “Friends”
– Student contributions
– File sharing
– Discussions
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LONCETT 1

• An example:
– LONCETT

• Project supporting workplace mentors
• Online introduction to the role and requirements
• Online discussion and support network:

– Tutor support and input
– Other mentors in different organisations

• Uses videos, podcasts, discussion boards in a social 
learning environment
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LONCETT 2
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Making it work

• Staff development
– Technical skills
– Course design and choice of technologies
– Online facilitation

• Student development
– Technical skills
– “Netiquette”
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The research environment

• Difficult to manage at a distance
• Maintain requirement for 6 weeks per year 

on campus?
• Use external partner “research centres”?
• Develop processes for quality assuring 

research at a distance?
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How far do you want to go?

• Use technology appropriately
– No “one size fits all”
– One tool is never enough

• Rethink key requirements
• Staff and student development
• Full “distance learning” is challenging – but 

not impossible!
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