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ABSTRACT

There has been an exponential growth of e-learning in the UK Higher Education. However, there is a growing opinion
that e-learning practitioners are not critical enough and that they should adopt a more techno-negative or
techno-scepticism approach when implementing new e-learning tools.

In this paper we use a techno-scepticism framework to assess the evaluation of a newly implemented online reading list at
our UK Higher Education Institution. In particular, we look at the ‘The Myths about E-Learning in Higher Education’
proposed by Njenga and Fourie (2010).

We present qualitative and quantitative evaluation data collected from the focus groups which shows that the students
have a very positive perception of this newly implemented online reading list and believe that it will improve their
academic experience. Furthermore, as the student focus groups also produced rich data which deal with the students’
experience of e-learning in general, five of the myths of e-learning that relates to the student experience are used to
framework these discussions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

There has been an exponential growth of e-learning in the UK Higher Education (JISC, 2004; Bostock, 2007;
HEA, 2009; HEFCE, 2009, UCISA, 2012) and Worldwide (Educause, 2012). For example, the Virtual
Learning Environment (VLE) has become an integral part of the student experience of Higher Education
(HRC, 2009; NUS, 2011; Quinsee & Bullimore, 2011, UCISA, 2012). This is not by accident; across the
sector e-Learning has had a significant impact on Higher Education’s economical and social dimensions and
most importantly the pedagogical dimension (Chang & Tung, 2008; Hartley et al, 2011; Barber et al, 2013;
Stubbs, 2013). As such there exist a number of organizations both nationally (Association for Learning
Technology and Jisc); and internationally (International Association for Development of the Information
Society IADIS) that promote technology in education.

Our higher education institution is currently going through significant change. At the institution, e-
learning is playing a bigger role in improving the student experience (Quinsee & Bullimore, 2011). Parallel
to this continuous investment in learning technologies, the Library is currently implementing a new ‘online
reading list’.

It is recognised by educationalists that reading lists are an integral part of a student’s higher education
academic experience (Stokes & Martin, 2008; Bartlett, 2010; Piscioneri & Hlavac, 2012). Reading lists are
study tools comprised of lists of books, articles, journals, websites and other resources that students should
read and refer to as part of their course, and are generally split into sections based on either their importance
to the course, by subject, by time period (e.g. weekly readings), or a combination of all three.

107



ISBN: 978-972-8939-88-5 © 2013 IADIS

Reading lists are therefore used by academics to communicate vital information about reading for their
modules to their students and to other stakeholders; for instance, at our University, reading list’s key
stakeholders are students, academics, school administrative staff and library staff, particularly Subject
Librarians, who are responsible for liaising with and building collections for specific schools and
departments.

However, students are the primary stakeholders because reading list plays an important role in their
academic experience at higher education. Considering the rapid change in the UK higher education sector,
the student experience has never been more important. As such, any technology that attempts to facilitate this
academic experience should be considered as an e-learning tool. This understanding is in line with UCISA’s
(2012) definition of Technology Enabled Learning:

“Any online facility or system that directly supports learning and teaching” (page 2)

Our new online reading list (branded Reading List Online or RLO in short), powered by Talis Aspire,
allows academics and the library to manage academic reading lists online. The fundamental aspect of the tool
is that it is online; meaning that students can access their module/ course reading lists anytime from
anywhere. This cloud storage also means that Talis Aspire can create a community of reading lists across
different institution so that students have access to reading lists beyond their particular institution. It is
important to note that although, this tool has the potential to be ‘social’, it is not a social media tool at
present.

Although there is an increasing number of UK universities that have adopted an online reading list with
the purpose of improve the student experience (Talis Aspire, 2013), there is a growing opinion that e-learning
practitioners are not critical enough when implementing new e-learning technologies. It is suggested that we
should adopt a more ‘techno-negative’ or ‘techno-scepticism’ approach when implementing new e-learning
tools. In particular, Njenga and Fourie (2010) argue that we should have a more critical and informative
discussion on e-learning adoption in higher education.

As such, the focus of this paper is a case study of the implementation and evaluation of a new online
reading list. The data is used to first present the students perceptions and acceptance of the technology and
then textual analysis is applied to assesses five of ‘The Myths about E-Learning in Higher Education’
proposed by Njenga and Fourie (2010).

2. BODY OF PAPER

2.1 Myths of e-learning

Njenga and Fourie’s (2010) opinion is also voiced by Kinchin (2012) who calls for ‘avoiding technology-
enhanced non-learning’; pointing out that although the students academic experience should be the primary
motivation for the implementation of a new e-learning tool, this is not always the case. e-Learning
practitioners are themselves aware of this dilemma (Psotka, 2013), with Comrie (2013) recently asking: “So,
how do we ensure learning exploits technology and not vice versa?”

In particular, Njenga and Fourie (2010) propose that there are ten prevailing myths about e-learning in
higher education. A myth is defined as ‘an idea or story that is believed by many people but that is not true”
(Merriam-Webster, 2013). These myths are:

1. e-Learning is a savour; its redemptive power is overreaching and every educational institution
should adopt it

2. e-Learning can replace human interaction

3. e-Learning cuts the cost of education, for instance, e-learning courses are cheaper to deliver than
the traditional face-to-face or distance learning

4. Providing numerous courses and an abundance of information is beneficial and can enhance

learning

ICTs should become the primary medium of learning in higher education

6. Leisure (including playing and entertaining) and learning are separate activities

hd
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7. e-Learning will make HEIs more competitive and they must seize it or be declared institutionally
redundant

Establishing the infrastructure (hardware and software) in e-learning is the most difficult part

. e-Learning will see the demise of traditional campuses

10. e-Learning can decrease absenteeism and lower dropout rates among students

0 o0

According to the authors, these myths are promoted by technopositivist but are not true to reality. They
define ‘technopositivists’ as those people that repeatedly create and propagate a ‘compulsory enthusiasm’
about e-learning in higher education for personal motives and without exploring the dangers and rewards of
an e-learning tool for teaching and learning.

The focus of our evaluation was the student experience of the new online reading list. More specifically,
the aims of the evaluation were to:

e Discover if RLO is an useful and effective education tool for our students;

e Measure and predict students acceptance of RLO

e Understand how our students interact with their traditional paper based reading lists and
significantly how this academic experience can be improved with RLO;

e Find out how our students interact with the library in order to obtain items from their reading lists
and how the Library Services can improve this process;

e Gain access to insight that could be translated to tangible communication strategies to support the
successful implementation of the software across the University.

We use five of the myths proposed about e-learning to assess the experience of out students. These five
myths about e-learning and the student experience (Myths 2,4,5, 6 & 9) are first identified and we assess how
they relate to the perceptions of our student data. We believe that by assessing the data through the myths, we
can assess whether the myth is true in the case of our techno-sceptic approach. The remaining five myths
(Myths 1,3,7,8, & 10) relate to the macro issues of e-learning in higher education and as this goes beyond our
evaluation data, we do not assess these myths.

2.2 Online Reading List

The Library at our institution decided to implement an online reading list. RLO was made available to
students in September 2012. The first year of the implementation is being referred to as a ‘soft launch’ where
the system is made available to students at a ‘beta’ stage. At this stage traditional paper reading lists are being
added to the ‘cloud’ continuously, until all reading lists from across the University are accessible to students.
Wherever a lecturer has decided to use RLO, they inform their students of its availability. The students are
either given a link to the open online reading list or the reading list is made available in the VLE as a
‘Moodle Block’. Alternatively the students can search for their relevant module via the home page
(http://readinglists.city.ac.uk/index.html)

From a Library perspective, online reading lists can be considered as a learning resource management and
as a delivery tool as reading lists are a crucial stepping stone between the classroom and students’
independent learning (Chad, 2012); harnessing new technology to support efficient and effective use of
reading lists will help students to develop the information literacy skills needed to become competent library
users and confident learners (Farmer, Maclean & Corms, 2012; Stokes & Martin, 2008). Furthermore,
McCormick (2006) points out that reading lists produced by academics for teaching purposes are a valuable
academic tool for different purposes, including: they are a lecturer teaching resource, a student learning
resource and for librarians, a resource selection tool.

In addition, Piscioneri & Hlavac (2012) propose that issues related to students reading lists at higher
education can be approached from at least three angles: skill development framework, such as useful reading
strategies (e.g. skim reading), curriculum development perspective, such as looking at the design aspects of
the reading list, and pedagogical perspective, which focuses on reading lists as a tool to improve the student
education experience.
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Taking into account all the student’s perception of reading lists, a thematic analysis shows that our
students do very much agree that reading lists are part of their academic experience in higher education. The
students’ definitions of reading list can be stated as follows:

“A recent and comprehensive composition of the most up to date sources as chosen by academics and
given to students in a compact form, which acts as a beneficial and important precursor to the students
education experience”.

Part of the implementation strategy was to evaluate the technology; in particular, we were interested in
understanding how this e-learning tool affects the student experience. Due to the changeable nature of the
software, it was recognised that student feedback would support the further development of this e-learning
tool.

2.3 Methodology

Twenty-one students participated across three focus groups with each focus group lasting approximately two
hours. In order to encourage a high participation rate, students from across the University were invited to
participate via Unitemps and they were paid for their time. The students (twelve females and nine males)
were from a range of study disciplines, consisting of undergraduates, postgraduates (both Masters and PhD),
and recent graduates, with all current students being full time. This method is an example of opportunistic
sampling: the number of students participating from programmes varied depending on the level of interest
from the particular individual that accessed Unitemps job website.

At the broadest level, focus groups are collective conversations or group interviews. Focus groups offer
unique insights into the possibilities of critical inquiry as a deliberate, dialogical and democratic practice
(Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005). Focus groups have a number of advantages (Farnsworth & Boon, 2010)
but we felt the most important advantage in using focus group was that the students discussed the topic of
reading lists whilst being part of a group dynamic; participant interaction allowed students to share held
truths whilst also co-constructing meaning (Belzile & Oberg, 2012).

There has been a considerable expansion of the use of focus groups as a method of data collection in
social science research over the last decade (Peek & Fothergill, 2009). As such, for our purpose, we created
an atmosphere that encourages spontancous contribution by a) setting the scene through a number of
premeditated considerations, such as layout of the room and creating informality and b) using space and time
more flexibly, such as having group activities and providing refreshments (Morgan et al, 2002).

Each focus group was divided into three parts: in part one, discussions among students were facilitated to
gather verbal evidence of students’ perceptions about their experiences of reading lists and how they
interacted with them in academic and social environments for their higher education degree. In part two, the
students were shown a demonstration of RLO then asked to discuss their initial reactions to the online tool
and how it could change their student experience. At the end of the focus groups, the students were asked
complete an adopted version of the PUEU questionnaire (Perceived Usefulness and Perceived Ease of Use)
(Davis, 1989).

Davies (1989) proposed that there are two key determinants of user acceptance: ‘Perceived Usefulness’
and ‘Perceived Ease of Use’. He showed that these two factors could be measured through a reliable and
valid questionnaire, the PUEU. Since then user acceptance of technology has been a critical part of the
Technology Acceptance Model (Chuttur, 2009). The original questionnaire was adopted to reflect the RLO
and higher educational context.

2.4 Qualitative Data: Perception of New Learning Technology

The students were overwhelmingly positive about RLO; once they were shown a demonstration of the online
tool and had the chance to ask questions, they were in consensus that RLO will have a positive impact on
their academic experience.

"Most of the problems are solved with this system. Like 90% of the problems you face when you have to
find a book" (Focus Group 3 student)
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A recent graduate from the University summaries his impressions by saying:

“I wish I’d had something like this when I did my Masters” (Focus Group 2 student) whilst another
graduate stated that: "this whole system would have been a Godsend if I'd had it..." (Focus Group 3 student)

The students also gave specific reasons as to why they thought that this e-learning tool can improve their
academic experience. By far the most important reason was the look and feel of the system. They stated that
based on their past experience of traditional paper based reading lists, they find the RLO to be:

e Systematic: a tool that saves time, and increases accuracy of finding books. In particular, the
students were very much aware that the RLO reducing the steps to accessing resources

e Efficient: the students recognised that the tool will decrease error of finding the correct materials as
the students click directly to reading list material rather than having to type the information.

e Immediate: the list can be edited at any time by the lecturer and the changes would be visible by the
students immediately.

e Accessible: the tool is online so it can be accessed at anytime from anywhere

Moreover, the students expressed that there are specific functions of the RLO that will improve their
student experience. These include:
e The interface was perceived to be simple and easy to use
e The ability to export RIS files for use with referencing tools
e RSS feeds that inform students when a new resource has been added to their module reading list by
the academic
e The ability to annotate reading list and save these annotations for later viewing
e Interlink with other e-learning tools, such Moodle
e External links to buy the books from online stores such as Amazon and Google Books

Notably, when discussing the multifunction of RLO, a student said that "that's so much more than I was
expecting to be honest" (Focus Group 2 student).

Furthermore, the students were explicit that this tool will increase their engagement with their academic
readings. The positive perception and evident ease of use, led to many of the students stating that the
productivity of the tool will motivate them to read and access more reading list material given by their
lecturers. One student summarised this feeling by saying:

“Yeah it kind of gives you more edge to it, you know motivation to actually read ... then when we’ve
done all this work in one you just go click click and find out something more about it” (Focus Group 2
student). Whilst another student agreed that “you’ve put all that there and it’s so much easier just clicking on
the link, getting the book, it’s like in terms of what I work through and efficient would have been just much
more higher if we had something like that a few years ago” (Focus Group 2 student).

Finally, we also asked the students to describe how they feel about RLO in one word. The students used
the following terms to describe their perception:

Table 1. Summary of one word description students used for RLO

One Word Description
Useful

Time-saver

Streamlined

Important

Efficient

Helpful

Quick

Magic

Easy
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2.5 Quantitative Data: Acceptance of New Learning Technology

In addition to the qualitative data, statistical analysis shows that the twenty one students that were shown a
demonstration of RLO perceive the RLO as both useful and easy to use and their results indicate that they
accept the RLO as an information technology that will support their academic experience. As shown above,
user acceptance of information technology is important to the adoption of the RLO and scores from the
PUEU could be used to predict how likely these students are to accept the RLO as part of their studies. The
mean scores for each item are shown below:

Table 2. Mean Score for each PUEU item

Mean PUEU Scores for each item

] ean
LIsing the Reading List 21 5.48
Online in my studies
would enable me to
accomplish tasks maore
quickly
LIsing the Reading List 21 5.43

Cnline weould improve my
academic performance

Using the Reading List 21 .10
online in my studies

wiould increase my

productity

LIsing the Reading List 21 5.86
Online would enhance my

effectiveness in my

studies

Using the Reading List 21 5.24
Online would make it
easierto do my studies

l'weould find the Reading 21 614
List Online useful in rmy

studies

Learning to operate the 21 5.38

Reading List Online

would be easy for me

I'would find it easy to get 21 5.95
the Reading List Online to

do what | want it to do

My interaction with the 21 5.05
Feading List Online

weolld be clear and

understandahble

| would find the Reading 21 G.00
List Online to be flexible

to interact with

Itwould be easy for me to 21 .38
hecarme skillful at using

the Reading List Online

l'weould find the Reading 21 .38
List Online easyio use

Measurement of perceived usefulness explores the tendency of individuals to use a particular system or a
product, that is, the extent to which they believe it will help and enhance their academic performance (Adams
& McNab, 2012). PUEU is a 12 item five-point Likert scale structured questionnaire. Responses to the
statements were coded into 7 point scale, where one indicated unlikely and 7 likely. The higher the score in
each individual scaled item would indicate more likeliness to agree with the statement. The mean scores from
across the sample was be used to ascertain how likely the students are to accepting the RLO as part of their
academic experience.

As can be observed, the highest agreement was with the statement: “Using the Reading List Online in my
studies would enable me to accomplish tasks more quickly” with the students scoring the RLO 6.48 out of 7.

Although all the statements were scored high (above 5), the statement that the students least agreed with
about this e-learning tool was: “Using the Reading List Online would improve my academic performance”
with a mean score of only 5.43.

Furthermore, non-parametric statistical correlation of the two construct show that there was a significant
positive relationship between the ‘Perceived Usefulness’ and ‘Perceived Ease of Use’, r = .43, p (one tailed)
<0.05.
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Figure 1. Scatter diagram showing the individual scores of each participants in PU and EUv

Table 3. Pearson’s correlation for PUEU

Positive Correlation between Percieved Usefulness & Percieved Ease of Use

FPercieved

Isefulness Ease of Use
Fercieved Usefulness Fearson Carrelation 1 AL
Ease of Use Fearson Carrelation 4647 1

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level {1-tailed).

Overall, the above quantitative data shows that the students perceive the RLO to be both useful and easy
to use. Furthermore, the positive correlation between the two constructs indicates that these students are
likely to accept the RLO as a technology that will support their academic experience at this higher education
institution.

2.6 Applying a Techno-Sceptic Framework

Despite the overwhelming positive reaction to RLO, the students showed a great level of gravitas and realism
when discussing the RLO as a replacement of traditional paper reading lists. In particular they shared their
opinion on the wider implications of this online tool and their experience as students.

Of the ten myths of e-learning in higher education presented by Njenga and Fourie, five relate to the
student experience. These myths relate to the student experience as they are about the pedagogy of e-learning
and the impact it has on the students’ relationship with the academia. These are:

Myth 2: e-Learning can replace human interaction

Myth 4: Providing numerous courses and an abundance of information is beneficial and can enhance
learning

Myth 5: ICTs should become the primary medium of learning in higher education

Myth 6: Leisure (including playing and entertaining) and learning are separate activities.

Myth 9: e-Learning will see the demise of traditional campuses
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From these myths, all but myth 6 deal with similar premises: Njenga and Fourie (2010) point out,
technology is just one medium, a means to achieve something and not an end in itself. According to the
authors, all four of these statements are fallacies that assume that e-learning can replace human interaction.
As much as technology is important and it has become abundant in higher education, it is a myth that it can
become the primary medium of learning in higher education and gradually lead to the demise of traditional
campuses.

This techno-scepticism makes a particular note that just because more students can be taught at the same
time does not mean human interaction can be replaced. They believe that this myth is perpetuated by the
constructivist notion of transferring the responsibility of learning to the learners.

Our evaluation data would suggest that it is indeed the case that students are completely opposed to the
notion of decreasing human interaction with the academics. They believe that human interaction is required
for meaningful student learning to take place. In particular, the students’ opinions about this e-learning tool
were:
it should enhance face to face learning, not aim to replace it;
it has limitations, which should be constantly improved;
it is only as good as the institution and academics makes it;
this online reading list can play an important role in improving the students’ experience.

These four myths also relates to a more popular myth of the ‘Digital Natives’. The digital native theory
(Prensky, 2001), states that students entering higher education today are all “native speakers” of the digital
language of computers, videogames and the Internet. However, this notion has been criticised (Brown &
Czerniewicz, 2010) as being just a myth. Based on our student data, we would also make a similar conclusion
as students had strong preference for print format material. In fact when asked for their recommendations for
improving the RLO, a prominent answer across the three focus groups were in regards to improving the
printing function of the reading lists.

"It's more a question, but can you print the reading list easily?...That's good [that RLO allows for printing
of reading lists], just because sometimes online things are really unfriendly to print so if you want to put it in
your folder with your module so you can tick bits off you can't" (Focus group 1 student).

It becomes clear that the concept of digital native is a complex and contradictory. For example a number
of students scan books and then print the scans rather than reading them online as pdfs. In conclusion, one
student’s quote summaries the general techno-scepticism trend across all focus groups:

“...in terms of reading lists I prefer to have the hard copy instead but [the RLO] would be more useful as
it has more functions so I can easily have access to the books and resources...I can find it online, the
consumer can buy it, see how much it costs and to see whether it is available in the library” (Focus group 2
student).

Myth 6 is that ‘leisure and learning are separate activities’. According to the Njenga and Fourie, it is a
myth that for the students, leisure and learning activities are separate. They argue that in fact these two are
not separate, especially in the application of e-learning and that academics will have to adopt technology to
meet the students’ needs.

The discourse among our student sample was that although it is true that technology is pervasive in all our
lives, they still make a clear distinction between technology for leisure and technology for learning. Our
students were clear that they did actually differentiate between leisure and learning activities and as such they
differentiate between the technologies that assist in them. The following discussion between the students in
focus group 1 is particularly revealing:
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Student 3: I think the problem with that is it’s not adapted for study yet, because the whole problem
with e-reading and studying, it hasn’t taken off and it probably won’t for awhile until they have the capability
for people to start writing and highlighting.... Students aren’t really taking to it. A lot of people, when they get
a PDF they’ll print it out.

Student 4: Some people find it really hard to do it on a computer, reading it from ...
Student 5: It’s just not the same.
Student 2: It’s really difficult to study on the computer. Right now I’'m doing an analysis of the

Leveson Inquiry so I have to go through the whole transcript...Now, when I close my eyes I’'m just seeing
transcripts in my head. It really, really messes with your mind. That’s why books are so essential. Actually
picking up a hard text now is like a relief now for my brain. It’s really, really, really difficult to study on the

computer.

Researcher: But as you said, it could be just that society hasn’t reached that point.

Student 3: I think in a few years we’ll probably all be using e-readers to study.

Student 4: Agreed. Not our generation.

Student 6: Even if I equally use my i-pad for uni as much as I ... it’s still not going to replace the fact

that I need to replace the fact that I need to study with books.

This is particularly surprising as all our students were ‘generation y’, the exact group of people identified
by Njenga and Fourie (2010) to be the group that do not distinguish between leisure and learning activities.
They seem to fail to take into account the complex interaction of the students' active use of information as
opposed to its passive consumption.

3. CONCLUSION

In September 2012 the Library launched a new Online Reading List. While having a ‘soft launch’ of the new
software, we took the opportunity to investigate the views of students on how reading lists relate to their
academic experience in higher education. In particular, we wanted to understand the perception of the
students towards the new e-learning tool.

The results were clear; the students had a very positive reaction to the online reading list. Moreover, their
results on the PUEU indicated that they accepted the technology as a tool that can improve their academic
experience at the higher education level.

Harnessing new technology to support efficient and effective use of reading lists will help students to
develop the information literacy skills needed to become competent library users and confident learners. As
reading lists play a central part in higher education, student learning, information literacy skills development
and academic achievement, understanding the experiences and perceptions of students using and learning
from online reading lists warrants this investigation from e-learning practitioners, such as that by Franklin
(2012).

Furthermore, discussions in the student focus groups went beyond just this technology and touched into
epistemology of e-learning. These discussions were presented through a techno-scepticism lens, in particular,
applying five of Njenga and Fourie’s (2010) myths that relate to the student experience.

Our data indicates that the students have much more of a techno-scepticism perspective of e-learning than
practitioners sometimes assume. The students made it very clear that although e-learning tools such as RLO
have a number of advantages that improve their experience, it cannot replace human interaction of a campus
based University. As Njenga and Fourie (2010: 207) point out: “Understanding the human complexities,
both of the educator and learner, would therefore ensure more effective e-learning adoption, and will ensure
that the difficulty of its use is reduced if not eliminated altogether.”

This research demonstrates that when educational institutions step back and reflect on critical questions
regarding the use of technology in higher education, the results may be surprising. There are a number of
myths around e-learning in higher education and understanding the student perspective adds our
philosophical positioning and practical decisions.

Finally, the authors acknowledge that there are a number limitations to the research, including: 1)
background of the students were not random and does not represent all students experience; 2) small sample
for the quantitative analysis; 3) the focus group and questionnaire observe only a snapshot of the immediate
reaction on the acceptance and not their reaction of using the tool as part of their studies in the long term.
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