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Abstract

Due to geographical distances and sporadic contact with peers and faculty members,
many off-campus or distance learners experience feelings of inadequacy, reduced self-
confidence and other social anxieties. As a means to reduce and avoid these
consequences of academic isolation, Higher Education Institutes have traditionally used
asynchronous forms of communication in order to bridge these geographical gaps.
However, due to advances in technology it is now possible to offer distance learners the
opportunity to communicate synchronously with their peers and their teachers, as they
would in a real classroom. In accordance with these developments, this research
examines the development of a virtual learning support service in National College of
Ireland. Using survey results, online student feedback and semester results, this research
will present how the problem of academic isolation was reduced in National College of
Ireland by incorporating the use of a virtual classroom. Presenting screen shots and a
review of online teaching, the research will illustrate how a learning support service can

become more flexible and student centred.
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Introduction

Although much of ‘The Idea of A University’ put forward by Newman in the 19" century has
been set aside and even deemed irrelevant to the context of higher education today
(Roberts, 1990; Reddings, 1996), others have argued for a renewed and more balanced
analysis of Newman'’s ideas as an antidote to a sometimes overly mechanistic view of

higher education today (Maclintyre, 2009). Newman (1909, p.74) himself warned that an:

Academical system without the personal influence of teachers upon pupils, is an
arctic system; it will create an ice-bound, petrified, cast-iron University, and nothing

else.

Core to Newman'’s idea was his assumption that higher education should be experienced
as a community in which students were supported to learn a number of disciplines in an
integrated fashion. For Newman, education was not merely about learning but also about a
concern and care for the person. If we allow a modicum of acceptance of these ideas
today we are faced with a significant challenge, particularly when we consider the
thousands of students who are increasingly registering on part time or distance
programmes of study. While the idea of the university as a warm and caring environment
in which students thrive may be somewhat achievable when both lecturers and students
are on campus together, it is far more likely that distance and part-time students will

experience social and academic isolation due to the nature of their programmes of study.

Social and academic isolation has been shown to be detrimental for the learning process,
ultimately hindering the socialisation process within education (Ryan and Glenn, 2004), or
what Lee and Chan (2007) call the acculturation into institutional life. This lost opportunity
can often lead off-campus students or distance learners to use their time ineffectively and
can ultimately induce feelings of inadequacy, reduced self-confidence and other social
anxieties (Rowntree, 1992; Smyth, 2005; Wood, 1995). The problem of social and
academic isolation can be considerably accentuated when learners are located off campus

and are engaged in distance and blended learning.

As a means to reduce and avoid the consequences of isolation for distance learners,
Higher Education Institutions have continually aimed to bridge geographical gaps using

technology (Harper et al., 2000; Collis and Moonen, 2001). Arising from our concern to
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increase connectivity, this paper reports on how we used an action research approach in
order to overcome the problem of social and academic isolation (Becker and Watts, 2006)
in National College of Ireland. Utilising screen-shots and a review of recorded sessions,
we will demonstrate how a virtual classroom (Wiziq, 2010) was utilised to offer individual
support and workshop support to first year undergraduate distance learners. To begin, we
will present the theoretical approach taken to the research and the context in which the
research took place. Following this, a review of current synchronous and asynchronous
strategies to reduce academic isolation will be offered. From here, we will present our own
search for a virtual class that matched our program objectives (Myers et al., 2004).
Presenting then the initial trial of a virtual learning support service, we will describe how
gualitative and quantitative methods were used to evaluate the initiative and will provide

some insight into our findings and experiences.

Theoretical framework

In so far as our intention was to address an identified problem, academic isolation for
distance learners within a specific educational context, it was clear to us that our research
could be classified as an action research project (Carl and Kemmis, 1986; Stenhouse,
1975; Lewin, 1946).

Context

The research was carried out in National College of Ireland from late 2008 to 2010, when
feedback about the Learning Support Service highlighted that distance learning students
felt isolated from their peers, faculty and support staff. Feedback was gathered by way of
an online survey to which 44 out of 112 students responded. Students had been
specifically asked to comment on their experience of learning support. Results from the
survey indicated that 87% of students were satisfied with both the content and delivery of
support workshops. However, additional comments from respondents raised particular
Issues in relation to geographic isolation and infrequency of contact with staff at the main

campus:
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Maybe specific workshops course related? Part time courses (day released in my
case) can feel quite fast paced and extra support would be appreciated. (NCI
Student, 2009)

Not at this time, but one to one support next term does seem appealing. (NCI
Student, 2009)

We are out in Tallaght and at times feel at bit out of the college but | don’t have any

suggestions as how this could be overcome. (NCI Student, 2009)

From these comments, the Learning Support Service identified an established theme of
academic isolation (Becker and Watts, 2006) and a need to adapt our existing on-campus
service to be more supportive and flexible in order to meet the needs of distance learners.
Having then a purpose to utilise technology in order to meet the wider needs of students,

we began exploring possible avenues for virtual support.

Reviewing current strategies to reduce academic isolation

Taking a collaborative and student-centred approach (Brooks, 2003; Hardy et al., 2009) to
this exploration, we felt it necessary to firstly review the types of online supports that were

available to students and to consider how these services could be expanded. To do this, it
was important to consider the types of supports that institutes can presently utilise, namely

asynchronous and synchronous communication.

Asynchronous communication

As an established form of education, distance learning can be traced back to the late 18"
century, when Caleb Phillips began offering home study courses on how to learn
shorthand through the Boston Gazette (Holmberg, 2005). This asynchronous delivery of
materials would become the basis for subsequent distance learning courses and was first
embraced by the University of London (2009), who began offering distance learning
degrees as early as 1858. These mail-based mechanisms are still an intricate part of many
distance learning programmes today, allowing learners to receive hard copies of text and

other materials mirroring those provided to on-campus students.
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Building on this initial structure, the role of technology has further increased the levels of
asynchronous communication that can occur between students and colleges. Most notable
of these advancements has been the use of e-mail, moodle, audio cassettes, videos and
most recently web-based courses, which allow multiple users to work at their own pace
and contribute to online forums and discussions at staggered intervals (Fusco and
Ketcham, 2002). In National College of Ireland, asynchronous learning support was
delivered through e-mail communication, the postage of support materials and
downloadable presentations through the student intranet. Through these communicative
tools, one can argue that distance learners were receiving a considerable amount of
learning support which equated, in quantity at least, to that of their on-campus full time

counterparts.

Shearer (2003) claims that distance and off-campus learning is just as complex as face-to-
face interaction and suggests that educators should be concerned with how best to
engage students studying through distance learning. Essentially, Shearer (2003)
considered whether educators can really relate to students through asynchronous
communication alone. Barnes (1995) does not think so, highlighting that asynchronous
tools do not capture non-verbal communications, the posture, sense of attention and
perhaps most importantly the ‘light bulb’ effect, which identifies the grasp of an idea.
Similarly, Power (1990) concludes that it is through the spoken word and synchronous
discourse that content is personalised, through subtle nuances and emphasis. From a
constructivist perspective, this synchronous communication (Fusco and Ketcham, 2002) is
perhaps the most valuable tool an educator can possess and one which is even more
important when trying to scaffold a person’s understanding of their learning potential or

learning difference.

Synchronous communication
Bearing in mind the critiques of Barnes (1995) and Power (1990), it is possible to create

three prerequisites for effective synchronous communication for distance learners:

1. Students can see each other and the tutor in real time.
2. Students can hear, or read instructions from the tutor in real time.
3. The relational dynamics of interpersonal synchronous learning can be used to

motivate students.
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These prerequisites are not, however, easily accomplished with distance learners in a
virtual learning environment and as such the conceptual boundaries of educational
technology are continuously being expanded. It is not surprising that many of the
educational technologies available today were first imagined by science fiction writers such
as Forster (1909). Predating the invention of asynchronous e-mail (what he calls
pneumatic post) and synchronous videoconferencing, Forster (1909) introduced the
immediate benefits and potential danger of over relying on technology, such as the

replacing of clinical judgement with computer-based systems (Campbell et al., 2007).

Other forms of synchronous communication that are available in higher education include
instant messaging systems and videoconferencing (Fusco and Ketcham, 2002), which has
evolved as a result of computer systems (Bitzer et al., 1965), teletext/videotext (Muter, et
al., 1980) and the internet (Abbate, 2000). Yet whilst phone, facsimile and internet usage
became popular across all sectors of education in the twentieth century, the cost and
quality of early videoconferencing packages seemed to hinder their incorporation into
distance education (Smyth, 2005). In more recent years, these initial difficulties have
seemed to be adequately dealt with through broadband technology which, being faster and
cheaper, has allowed universities and schools to more fully explore the benefits of using
videoconferencing as a means to decrease isolation and create the relational dynamics
(Bates, 1997) similar to those experienced by teachers and students on campus.

Much like Forster’s (1909) vision, the videoconferencing system has been most commonly
used to connect main campus centres with more remote centres, as well as to facilitate
virtual or electronic field trips (Newman et al., 2008). Despite, however, the benefits of
such systems, the cost of installation and maintaining the needed hardware and software
as well as a degree of unreliability with broadband led us to continue our search for a more
economically viable way to create a virtual support service. To aid the development of our
initiative we adopted a methodology similar to Myers et al.’s (2004, p.124) in order to

identify six program objectives that would help guide our eventual decision:

The program should not require complicated downloads or operations.
Students could have the option of seeing the tutor.

Students could talk to the tutor.

Students could message the tutor.

Materials could be presented and corrected online.

o a0 K~ w N PE

Online classes could be recorded and used for revision.
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Using these criteria, several programmes for virtual classrooms were identified — Wiziq

(www.wizig.com); DimDim (http://www.dimdim.com/); and Elluminate

(http://www.elluminate.com/). Not to be confused with a Learning Management System, or

a virtual learning environment such as Moodle (http://moodle.com/) or Blackboard

(http://www.blackboard.com), a virtual classroom is used to facilitate live interaction

between peers and/or tutors, who can collaborate as they would in a live classroom (Fusco
and Ketcham, 2002; Roxanne Hiltz, 2006). This specific interaction is achieved through
text, speech and visual communication which can, depending on the provider, be recorded
for wider distribution or revision. As a way to help us choose between Wizig, DimDim and

Elluminate, we firstly compared each classroom using the following screening criteria:

Is there a download necessary?
Is there a virtual whiteboard?

Can sessions be recorded?

H w NP

Is the tool free to use?
Based on these four key areas, we believed that Wizig was the strongest of the three
models as it did not require a download, it had a virtual whiteboard, sessions could be

recorded and it was free to use.

Table 1. Comparison of virtual classrooms.

Classroom | Download necessary | Virtual whiteboard | Recording of sessions Free

Wiziq No Yes Yes Yes
DIMDIM Yes Yes No Yes
Elluminate | Yes Yes Yes No

To supplement our initial findings, we later participated in an online Moodle discussion
which debated the strengths of the three virtual classrooms (Gates, 2008). In light of our
insights gleaned from these discussions, we chose to test the virtual classroom Wiziq, as it
had received the most positive replies with regard to Moodle integration, its low cost and
ease of use. Building on this Moodle evaluation, we sought the help of a critical friend in
University College Dublin who helped to Acceptance test (Myers et al., 2004) the
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classroom in terms of accessibility and quality. As part of this testing, the following areas

were discussed:

Question 1: Is the layout easy to understand?
Question 2: How is the sound and picture? Are you experiencing any delays?
Question 3: Would you find it helpful to have virtual lectures?

Question 4: Are there any features that you think are missing or that you would like?

From this process, we established that Wiziq was easy to use and could be a real
alternative to a live teaching environment. However, beyond the technology element, this
initial discussion also allowed us to consider whether there were any pedagogic

differences between an online and live teacher or tutor.

The online tutor

Agreeing with McMann (1994), Gerrard (2002; 2005) claims that face-to-face teaching and
online teaching have many similar traits. Gerrard (2002; 2005) does however make the
point that there remains a significant set of differences which should not be ignored or
avoided. In particular, Gerrard (2002; 2005) and McPherson and Nunes (2004) argue that
online learning generates multiple discourses and multiple starting points for individual
students and argue that an online tutor must be prepared to work collaboratively with
students, scaffolding their knowledge appropriately and non-linearly. This is perhaps the
most interesting facet of online teaching, where teacher-centred pedagogy is not only
unfashionable but is plainly ineffective as students need to be stimulated and guided using
appropriate learning strategies. To help with this development of student-centred teaching,
we looked to the works of Gagne (1985) and llleris (2001; 2003; 2006). Using Gagne’s first
event of instruction, we began to think about how we could induce interest in each learning
support workshop, through introducing humour, a provocative opening statement, or
asking an intriguing question. From here, it could be then possible to induce a self-directed
or collaborative form of problem solving (problem-based learning) (De Graaff and Kolmos,
2007), where the online tutor could facilitate a journey of active learning. Through this
experimental process, we believed that we in some small way had begun to create what

llleris (2001; 2003) described as a unified concept of learning and teaching.
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Piloting the Virtual Learning Support Service

As a first step in this pilot, two first-year undergraduate courses, (Higher Cert A and Higher
Cert B) were identified as needing additional learning support in the areas of exam
preparation and assignment writing. The decision to use on-campus groups for the initial
pilot was taken as a precautionary measure, as any technical or user-related difficulties

could be followed up by a live alternate class.

Meeting the groups separately with their lecturer, thirty eight students were introduced to
the idea of virtual support (group workshops and individual sessions) and provided with a
sign-up sheet if they wished to participate. From these sign-up sheets, twenty four
students identified as wanting to take part in the pilot and were given instructions on how
to set up an online account needed to participate. In order to control participation in the
pilot a decision was made to exclude Wizig from the wider Moodle environment thus
ensuring that only those students who were part of the pilot could participate. This
precautionary isolation offered the benefits of a later dissemination and further
championing if the pilot proved to be successful or, if unsuccessful, would avoid
technology contamination within both faculty and students. In terms of providing equitable
supports to all students on the Higher Cert A and Higher Cert B courses, supplementary
live sessions were made available for those students who did not wish to participate in the
online sessions. Having earlier tested the program successfully from a technical and
navigation perspective, the Virtual Learning Support Service was piloted in mid-December
2009, when we began offering virtual workshops and virtual individual support sessions
using Wiziq.

Virtual workshops for Organisational Behaviour and Business
Communications

Learning support workshops allow tutors to present learning strategies and technologies to
small or large groups of students in National College of Ireland. These workshops
generally relate to core academic skills such as learning styles, study skills, presentation
skills, academic writing, and exam revision. In this particular case, the tutor was attempting
to reinforce exam skills by catering workshops around a specific theme or subject. This
was achieved using slides provided to the support tutor by the course lecturer (Hurley,
2009a; Hurley, 2009b).
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These sessions catered for twenty-two full-time students who signed up for group support
(three traditional sessions, mirrored by three virtual). For continuous assessments, two
workshops were created that married lecture material and sample questions from the
lecturer. Both of these workshops incorporated an in-class mock examination using a
simplified voting system of hand raising or letter calling to signal their choice of answer.
This method sought to infuse a ‘gaming culture’ within the tutorial, a method becoming
increasingly popular as a format to increase attention and aid recall (Dror, 2008).

Figure 1. Screenshot of online exam.
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Using this method, a question with three possible answers was firstly posed to the group.
Following this, each attendant in both live and virtual sessions were then asked to raise
their hand, call out, or type A, B, C (in a virtual setting), for whichever option they felt was
the correct answer. Correct answers were then presented and followed by a virtual
applause using PowerPoint sounds, which in many cases added an element of fun and a

‘game show’ type construction to the support session.

The final two workshops (one live and one virtual) focused on how to plan and write out
exam answers effectively, offering example introductions, paragraph building advice and
time-keeping techniques. For any student who could not attend either live or virtual
sessions, a pre-recorded version of the class was sent to their e-mail accounts. These
recordings were also e-mailed to part-time students who could not attend live or virtual

support lectures due to work commitments. It is important to note, however, that the
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recording facility motivated many full-time and part-time students to directly request a link
to a pre-recorded version of tutorials, which were then used in connection with traditional
sessions. This is perhaps evidence that virtual classrooms are not only useful for reducing

academic isolation but can be used to increase student convenience (Picciano, 2006).

Quantitative effect of support tutorials

In order to examine the effect of the Learning Support Service’s blended intervention, we
firstly used the group’s semester one results as a baseline of performance (Wiezel, 1998;
Kaufman et al., 2000; Zywno, 2002). Bearing in mind that the pre-intervention group
average was 42%, the post-intervention scores of 56% indicate an overall improvement in
semester two of 14%, within both the Continuous Assessments and exam results. This
improvement is gathered from the scores of the twenty-two students who utilised three
exam revision workshops in semester two (either live, virtual or both versions). In order to
critically assess whether this improvement was due to the impact of the service or merely
through chance, we chose to use a Chi-square, non-parametric test (Greenwood and
Nikulin, 1996), to examine pre-intervention pass rates and post intervention pass rates.
The result of this particular Chi-square test (Lambert, 2009) as seen below (11.45833333,
where the rate of probability was calculated at 10%) offers a statistically successful
acceptance of the idea that learning support workshops can positively affect exam

performance.

Figure 2. Chi square.

Observed
PASS FAIL
ATT 21 1 22
NATT 11 11 22
32 12 44
Expected
PASS FAIL
ATT 16 5 2
NATT 16 5 43
25 20 45
Chi-Square for Independence Null Hyp othesis
{Obs-Exp)/Exp 1.5625 4 1EEERERET
1.5625 4. 1EEERERET
Chi 11.45833333
DF 1
10% CRITICAL 2.706
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Furthermore, whilst it cannot be claimed that such a significant result was solely due to the
virtual/live intervention, it can be argued that the consistency of improved scores indicates
that those students who attended both the live and/or virtual sessions received the same
quality of support. What has perhaps been a testament to this theory, are the consistent
requests from students who have asked for a link to a virtual session when work or iliness

prevented their attendance.

Virtual individual support for Business Communications

Individual support sessions allow tutors to reinforce support materials and strategies with a
single student, giving them the opportunity to ask questions and develop their own
understandings. This was an important next step in the research cycle as it allowed us to

explore whether Wiziq would be a suitable tool to replicate live individual support sessions.

In this particular case (semester two of 2009), we attempted to reinforce elements of
critical thinking and exam revision with a student who was studying for a Business
Communications exam (the student had previously signed a declaration of consent
regarding the Wiziq trial). Having missed the relevant lecture (Assertiveness and
Influence), the student in question had made an attempt to study from home but had
encountered difficulties in understanding the various topics. Encountering then a situation
where a face-to-face meeting with the student would not be possible (as he remained
absent from college), we offered the student the opportunity to engage with the support

service online.

This session was broken up into two sections:

1. A review of the in-class lecture slides.

2. A set of sample exam questions.
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A review of the in-class lecture slides

The first stage of this process worked very well where, after some initial voice delay, the
experience of the virtual environment proved to be both novel and plainly advantageous
for the student who could not come to campus. Adapting well to the interaction process,
the student felt comfortable in asking questions throughout the presentation phase and

was receptive to both encouragement and self-evaluation.

Figure 3. Screenshot of virtual class.

FFT Slide 15

Four components of assertive behaviour

= Underman Boggs (2003) identifies four
components of assertive behaviour:
= 1. Being able to say no
= 2. Asking for what you want

< 3. The ability to appropriately express thoughts
and feelings

< 4. Being able to initiate, continue and terminate
interaction.

Slide Time. 0:1542 .00 Slide:  220F 28

I'\.III ) «/ _'#/'3 e 3 O] eannani] Ml GE

As can be seen above in figure 3, the content of the lecture slides focused around a
number of contemporary communication theories that the students were expected to both
know and understand. With this task in mind, the student agreed to explore the differences
between aggressive and assertive behaviour, in a mock exam scenario which would
determine his own understanding of the presented material. After going through the
PowerPoint presentation, the student and tutor began to formulate example exam
guestions based on the information at hand. As the test itself was scheduled as a CA
(Continuous Assessment) class test (worth 25%), the potential questions asked would

require concise answers. One example of these questions was:

Mike: What are the four components of assertiveness?

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 4: March 2012 13



Goldrick and O’Higgins Norman Reducing academic isolation

In attempting to answer this question, the student had some trouble in organising the

material into his own words effectively, which in turn required the student and tutor to talk
about assertiveness as a concept:

Mike: Alright Liam (Pseudo name), let’s think about this for a moment. What does it
mean to be assertive? [Pause] | think being assertive means being honest with a

person about what you want, without being aggressive or ignoring another person’s
own desire.

Through this dyadic, the student began to internally process the concept of assertive
behaviour in a professional context and ultimately began to form his own understanding of
the material. In order to test this understanding, the student was then asked to write out his

answer to the following question as he would in a real exam situation:

Mike: Give a scenario of an aggressive, passive and assertive response in a
person?

In the next screenshot this very process can be seen, where both the student and tutor
utilised the communal whiteboard:

Figure 4. Screenshot of online interaction.

give an scenario of an agressive, passive and assertive respanse in person?
Agressive example would be: jahn tell mary to "Go away after she starts complaing about her today problem
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Taking the writing controls, the student then wrote out what he believed to be an

aggressive, passive and assertive response:

Student: An aggressive example would be, John tell mary to “Go away after she

starts complaining about her today problems”.

Passive response: “John would listening to mary harp on all day about her little

problems and not say anything”.

Assertive response: “John would say to mary, that he feels awfully worried for her
problems but can't talk about them now but maybe will talk them over with her

later”.

As can be seen from figure 4, the whiteboard area is a vital component of the virtual
classroom’s unique benefit, where the tutor and student can potentially use the same
space to both pose questions and construct answers in real time. Continuing with this, the
next question the tutor asked the student was in relation to the four components of
assertiveness. In this particular example, the student had some difficulty in organising the
guestion into a concise answer and felt that the required statements were hard to recall:

Student: The last one is kind of hard isn’t it?

Having explained to him that in a short-question based exam the need for short and
accurate sentences was vital for high marks, the tutor instructed the student to practise
this style of answering on his own and to get comfortable with composing short answers
without the aid of the presentation slides. Shortly after this, the student was thanked for

attending the virtual class and a follow-up appointment in college was scheduled.

The feedback from this student about his virtual session was very positive and addressed

some operational and accessibility concerns that the program might bear:

Student: Yeah it is helpful, yeah, it's pretty good, | enjoy it.

As an added feedback measure, the Wizig program allows students to rate their

experience from 1-5 and also allows a text box area for qualitative comments. This

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 4: March 2012 15



Goldrick and O’Higgins Norman Reducing academic isolation

particular student’s feedback page can be seen below (for security reasons, we have

blanked out the student’s name).

Figure 5. Feedback from virtual support.

Feedback

When provided in a constructive manner, this feedback device can help online teachers
with the further development of pedagogy, clarity of presentation, pacing, or indeed the
tweaking of any materials used in a session (Fry, 2009). Similarly, we feel that this type of
feedback would be equally useful for peer review in any teacher training environment or

blended learning context.

Beyond these qualitative measures, we felt it important to reflect upon the wider
effectiveness of the program itself. To do this, we again adopted a quantitative
methodology similar to Wiezel (1998), Kaufman et al. (2000) and Zywno (2002), who
suggests that previous results can be used as a benchmark or predictor of future

academic performance.

In order to carry out this level of analysis, the students’ CA scores for the Communications
course were collected (from the lecturer) and compared with the average mark of the
Higher Cert A class. This comparison illustrates that the student’s individual result of
54.00% was marginally lower than that of the overall class average of 58.50%. Based on
this, it could be argued that the virtual workshop, as the only form of support, provided the
student with enough structure and guidance to help him reach a grade that was just short
of the average class score. However, we cannot be certain that the student would not have
achieved this score without extra support, only that his reaction to the technology was

positive.

The student’s progress was further evaluated during the end of year exams in

Communications, where availing of three traditional and two virtual support sessions, he
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achieved a module grade of 45.5%, which was an increase of 5% from his semester one
result of 40.50%. These individual results however, were lower than the module class
average of 56% which indicates that further support strategies should be explored as a
way to help each student to maximise their own potential. Also, when considering the role
of virtual support for both on-campus and distance learners, it is crucial to question not
only the benefits of increased convenience (Picciano, 2006), but consider the role of
introversion and extroversion in the development of learning relationships. Is it possible, as
Palloff and Pratt (2007) suggest, that an introverted student will be more attracted to online
meetings where social pressures that exist in live scenarios are reduced? If so, we must
be careful to create online relations that fully support introverted students, yet
simultaneously provide an online experience that does not hinder the development of

students who are more comfortable with face-to-face relations.

Establishing the Virtual Learning Support Service

In light of these initial experiences of virtual learning support, we believed that Wiziq could
reduce academic isolation and facilitate the development of meaningful online learning
relationships. Based on this belief, the next phase of our research was to more broadly
offer virtual support to the whole community in National College of Ireland. This was
accomplished in 2010 when we launched the Virtual Learning Support Service, providing
all National College Ireland students with the opportunity to engage with their peers and

support staff both in a live and online environment.

Since its establishment, the Virtual Learning Support Service has been identified as an
example of innovation and good practice at Trinity College Dublin (Doyle, 2010) and has
been presented both nationally and internationally. Through this dissemination, we have
identified new challenges to online support for distance learners. More specifically, our
new research in this area will focus on how to improve the online learning experience for

distance learning students with sensory disabilities.
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Conclusion

This paper has documented the construction of a virtual learning support service that
overcomes geographical parameters and provides a practical service that can be
accessed both on and off-campus. Furthermore, our initiative has shown how using an
action research approach can be used to identify and address problems within the specific

context of higher education.

Finally, while many challenges still exist in terms of how to address the pastoral
dimensions of distance learning, the use of synchronous virtual classrooms has been
shown here to go some way towards providing the relational dynamics frequently present
among staff and students in on-campus classrooms and as such can be seen to enhance

learner motivation in the achievement of learning outcomes.
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