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A b s t r a c t

While teaching mechanical engineering courses, the lecturer realised that the existing course structure
and learning environment did not encourage coherent/integrated learning of the subject matter.
Furthermore, there was a need to conceptualise real-life elements of engineering; in the other words, it
was necessary to bridge the gap between theory and practice. In order to tackle the need for integration,
and also the need to improve laboratory-based teaching, the lecturer concerned worked on developing a
multi-media teaching system, which employed automation technology to link with the laboratory
equipment. Such a learning environment has concrete objects, and visual and symbolic representation
presented concurrently. It Is envisaged that the combination of multi-sensory stimulation, the
organisation of content, and challenging problem-solving will encourage learning and the development of
meta-cognitive processes.

This Action Learning Project aimed to extend the multi-media teaching system and to develop an
instrument to evaluate and improve the effectiveness of a new teaching/learning environment. A
questionnaire was developed to measure the students’ responses to the learning environment, their
learning experience, and the teacher’s role in such a multi-media assisted teaching/learning setting. The
questionnaires were administered to both full-time and part-time students who had spent a half semester
in the new environment. Although their teaching/learning environments were slightly different, their
responses were similar. Furthermore, it appears that the role of the teacher was still the determining
factor in the success of the multi-media teaching/learning environment.

Background

After having taught the Mechanical Engineering subjects for a few years, the lecturer concerned
identified some major pitfalls/needs in typical engineering education even though the courses
were relatively well established.

Inadequate Inter- and Intra-Integration of Engineering Courses

Unlike mathematics, logic, and philosophy, which are mostly concerned with abstract concepts,
engineering courses are closely related to the physical world. It is therefore more effective to
convey the subject matter by means of physical examples. This is especially true for mechanical
engineering design courses because the content concerns the design of real-life engineering
components such as bearings and shafts. However, the present teaching format only supports the
physical examples to be presented and studied within a laboratory context, which is far removed
from the subject matter tuition environment (both mentally and physically). Furthermore, the
engineering teaching materials are usually delivered in a sequential manner and the students
tend, therefore, to understand the whole course in a sequential but fragmented way. For example,
it is very difficult for students to relate the material learnt at the end of the course with that
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learnt at the beginning. This can be illustrated clearly by the fact that a lot of materials taught
in a second year mechanical design course employs many concepts covered in the first year
engineering design and analysis courses. The lecturer in charge has found that students lack the
ability to integrate the new mechanical design materials with previously learnt engineering
concepts. It is therefore apparent that the integration with the physical world within an
individual course, and the integration between different engineering courses, requires
improvement.

Inefficient Laboratory Type Teaching

In most engineering discipline teaching, laboratory teaching is a major and usually mandatory
feature. However, in laboratory sessions, students are always engrossed in making records of
observations of events or objects, transforming these records into graphs, tables or diagrams and
drawing conclusions - often without knowing why. Rarely do students deliberately invoke
relevant concepts, principles, or theories in order to understand why specific events or objects
have been chosen for observation, why they are making certain records or certain kinds of graphs
or tables, or why their conclusions from the data are often wrong when judged against textbooks,
handbooks or other authorities. In short, students’ methodological or procedural activities are
usually not consciously guided by the kinds of concepts and theoretical ideas scientists use in
their inquiries - there is no active interplay between the thinking side and the doing side of the
exercise. As a result, laboratory work is often frustrating and/or meaningless - or to put it bluntly,
it is often a waste of time.

In order to tackle the need for integration, and the need to improve laboratory-based teaching,
the lecturer concerned has since worked with the Professional Development and Quality Services
unit of the university to identify strategies. Education techniques such as Concept Mapping and
Vee Heuristic from Gowin and Novak are employed in establishing the strategies, which
address the needs in two ways:

•  by redesigning the structure of the teaching content;

• by delivering the content in a more integrated and interesting manner.

Furthermore, the excitement generated by new technologies has prompted many academic
members to seek assistance to enhance their teaching and improve the quality of learning
opportunities for students. Never before have so many academic members been so involved in
using technology in their courses (Green, 1997). Unlike previous approaches to using instructional
technology, which placed a high degree of structure or control on the learner, the new
technology-based instructional applications provide an environment permitting more learner
choices (Gillespie, 1998). This fits the new paradigm proposed by Barr and Tagg (1995), whereby
we move from a learning environment that is teacher-directed to one that provides for more
learner options. Higher education has begun to respond to the challenges of the new instructional
paradigm, in part, by developing a strong technology component in its programmes (O’Banion,
1997). Infrastructure is improving, and academics are encouraged to develop on-line courses, with
course development tools becoming available. By using the new technology, academics can
address teaching and learning issues in several ways. They can enhance quality by enabling
students to take a more active role in their learning. They can offer a greater array of resources
for their students to use both inside and outside of the classroom. They can provide more
opportunities for interactions between and among their students. Perhaps most important of all,
they can provide experiences that promote the development of higher order cognitive skills
rather than just the transfer of content (Gillespie, 1998).
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Courseware Implementation

A proposal was submitted to the university, which consisted of implementing a new set of
courseware employing multi-media technologies, the target platform for the system being
primarily the University LAN, and finally, the Internet.

The course content is about vibration, which involves many types of motion. Such mechanical
behaviour is very difficult to convey in a traditional textbook manner. An animated ball going up
and down with decreasing amplitude (see Figure 1) illustrates the motion of a damped vibration.
This allows the student to visualise how the vibration amplitude is decreasing with time. Such
visual behaviour is very effective for student learning before they embark on the tedious
mathematical equations. The courseware is also supplemented with engineering examples
(Figure 2) such that the students can associate what they learn with what they can do in real
life. Finally, a vibration experimental rig was specially built to teach a different mode of
vibration (Figure 3). The equipment is linked to a PC so that the mechanical behaviour is
displayed real-time and the student can draw a strong correlation with what they learnt from
the courseware.

Figure 1: The courseware for teaching vibration
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Figure 2: Real life engineering example is used in courseware

Figure 3: Laboratory equipment is linked to courseware using automation technology
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The Action Learning Project later also provided support to improve the courseware and to
develop tools to analyse the effectiveness of the system for learning. The funding thus allowed a
portion of the engineering teaching content to be implemented in multi-media format and a
vibration test rig was modified and interfaced with the teaching system.

As far as the production of the multi-media courseware is concerned, apart from finance, the main
problem was in using IT for education development. It is accepted that one can hire a research
assistant to develop courseware, and the academic can carry out the programming work and
produce first-rate courseware. In our case, the courseware development was based on a team
model (Figure 4) to demarcate tasks to the most suitable member, rather than in finding a single
person who could handle every aspect but only marginally satisfactorily. There were three
players in this model. The academic was the subject expert who was also the final user of the
courseware. He defined what was required of the courseware and he also provided the subject
details. The second player was the educationist who gave advice on instructional design and
knowledge representation. The educationist/instructional designer worked closely with the
academic, using the carefully planned concept maps, to translate the subject content into a special
document - usually known as the storyboard – which has specific guidelines for the purpose of
producing multi-media materials. The third player in the production team consisted of graphic
designers and multi-media system developers. They used the script provided by the academic
and the educationist to create media elements such as audio, video and graphics/animation as
required.

Figure 4: Courseware production team model

Questionnaire Relating to the Courseware

Effort was made to pilot test the courseware amongst engineering students. A questionnaire
(Figure 5) with 23 items was administered to the class of about 30 part-time students. They were
mainly mature students who were teachers in schools during the daytime. The group pilot-tested
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the courseware for two hours. They also used the courseware in their study where it was viewed
positively.

Figure 5: Questionnaire on courseware

The questionnaire was divided into the following aspects:

• Learning – this concerned the impact of the courseware on such areas as knowledge,
understanding, practice, and feedback.

• Instruction – this was to ask how much the learning/teaching environment affected areas
such as thinking, application of knowledge, interest stimulation.
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• Affection – this was mainly concerned with how attractive and motivating the courseware
was considered to be.

• Technical – this concerned the user friendliness of the courseware.

• General – in this section, users were asked whether they would like to use the courseware
again, whether they would recommend others to use it, and whether it was a worthwhile
experience.

The average score for each aspect is shown in (Figure 6). On the seven point scale, 3 = strongly
positive, 0 = neutral,  and –3 = strongly negative. It can be seen that the overall feedback viewed
the courseware favourably. Amongst the five aspects, the technical side rated the lowest, which
is to be expected for the pilot set of courseware, while the score for affection rated the highest.

To summarise, the overall attitude towards the courseware was positive. It was seen, therefore,
to be worth pursueing its use in teaching activities.

Figure 6: Survey results on courseware

Survey Related to Teaching and Learning

A new questionnaire (Figure 7) was designed to find out more about the learning environment,
learning experience and the role of the teacher when using such multi-media courseware. The
questionnaire was administered near to the end of the project.
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Figure 7: Questionnaire on learning and teaching

The target students were from two groups. The first group (group 1, n=74) consisted of full-time
students who had access to the courseware in both the tutorials and the computer service centre,
in their own time. Due to the large number of students in the group, the courseware was shown on
a large screen in the lecture theatre during lectures. The second group (group 2, n=18) were mature
part-time students. The number of students were fewer than 30, therefore the courseware was used
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fully in both lectures and tutorials. It was conducted in the same room equipped with a computer
terminal and a large screen for computer display in the front of the room.  A summary of the
findings is shown in Figure 8.

Figure 8: Comparison between group 1 and group 2
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Reliability Measures

The Cronbach Alpha was used to check whether the students’ answers were consistent
throughout a scale. For example, were the students answering each of the questions in ‘On
learning environment’ in a similar pattern? Alpha is a value from 0 to 1 in which the higher the
value, the higher is the reliability.

Scale Alpha

On learning environment (S1) 0.7380

On student learning experience (S2) 0.6041

On teacher’s role in the tutorials (S3) 0.6793

The alpha values obtained as shown above were quite high which indicate that the students’
answers on each of the above-mentioned scales were consistent. Therefore, we can compute
aggregate scores on each of the scales and investigate the relationship between these three
aspects.

Comparison between the Scales

Aggregate scores were computed by summing the responses on each of the questions within a scale
divided by the total number of questions included in that scale.

Pair Mean of the 1st

Component (SD)
Mean of the 2nd

Component (SD)
Correlation
(r)

Mean of the
differences

t-value p-value

S1 & S2 2.808(0.428) 2.823(0.360) 0.497 -0.053 -0.519 0.604

S2 & S3 2.823(0.360) 3.027(0.481) 0.483 -0.2041 -0.6314 0.000

S1 & S3 2.808(0.428) 3.027(0.481) 0.448 -0.2193 -0.6223 0.000

It can be seen from the table above that there was no significant difference between the average
scores given by the students between S1 and S2 but there was a significant difference between S3
with both S1 and S2. In particular, we can see that the students’ average scores on the ‘teacher’s
role in the tutorial’ were significantly higher than both the ‘learning environment’ and the
‘student learning experience’. Contrary to the notion that computer-aided learning is often a
solitary affair, it appears that the students, both full-time and part-time, preferred the
presence of, and assistance from, the teacher when using the courseware. However, this was not
conclusive.

Comparison between Group 1 and Group 2

The line chart (Figure 8) demonstrates the following observations of note.

•  In most of the questions, there was no significant difference between the students of group 1
and group 2.

•  The questions which showed significant changes in students’ attitudes have been highlighted
in the above table. The corresponding p-value was smaller than 0.05.

•  The significant differences of question 5 were positive, meaning that the average scores given
by the students of group 1 were significantly higher than those of group 2. (This is obvious
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since resources could not be allocated for group 2 to use the equipment at length in this
semester.)

•  The significance differences of questions 7,10 and 15 were negative indicating that the
average scores given by the students of group 2 were significantly higher than those of group
1. The response to question 15 is to be expected following the finding from the above point. It is
interesting to see that the part-time students actually liked having the courseware to hand
during lectures – perhaps the reason being that the situation provided more interactions
between student and student, and student and teacher. Additionally all the technical details
were ready on the computer screen. As far as question10 is concerned, it seems that the
effectiveness of the courseware can be maximised in a small-group teaching environment,
given enough terminals.

•  For questions 8-16, ‘student learning experience’, average scores of the group 2 students were
significantly higher than those of group 1. This further supports the notion that the
courseware was more effective for learning if it was used in a small group which provided for
more interactions between different parties.

Conclusions

A new courseware, which utilises the multi-media technology, was developed, the system being
integrated with real-

life examples and laboratory equipment. The courseware has now been used for two semesters. In
the pilot test, a questionnaire was administered, the results showing that the students were
generally very positive about the courseware. However, there were still a number of technical
‘hiccups’ which needed to be addressed.

After the second trial, which was on a much larger scale, with both full-time and part-time
students, a new questionnaire was designed to evaluate the learning and teaching when using the
system. It was found that the system was used effectively in a small group and an interactive
environment. Interest in the subject was raised as a result of using the courseware.  Finally, it was
interesting to see that the influence of the tutor was much higher than either the students’
experiences using the computer courseware, or the learning environment. Therefore, the role of
the tutor cannot be ignored in such multi-media teaching/learning environments.
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