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Abstract
Issues around e-learning and student use of ‘new’ technologies such as computers, email, the internet, mobile phones and other mobile devices have been the subject of much recent research. However, learner perspectives of e-learning are under-represented in the literature. Research in e-learning is usually focused on technological or pedagogical issues, and so far, students have been largely overlooked. This paper explores the experiences of adult students in using new technologies, on a series of distance education course . These Openings courses are designed for a widening participation audience, which , in this context, refers to groups under-represented in Higher Education, particularly adults with low previous educational qualifications. The results presented in this paper summarise initial findings within an eighteen-month project. The project focuses particularly upon mathematics and science, although humanities are included, to explore discipline variations. The first round of survey and interview data provides insights into the realities of the students’ experience of technologies, which may inform policy and practice decisions within the widening participation arena. 
1
Introduction

This paper is concerned with the distance education of adult students at the Open University. The research explores students’ everyday experiences of new technologies, and how they apply those to their learning. The students are adults within a widening participation suit of distance education courses (Openings courses). In this context, ‘widening participation’ broadly refers to opportunities for students from demographic groups that are under-represented in Higher Education. Openings courses are designed for adults with previous educational qualifications below traditional university entry requirements. The courses have high study-skills content, and one-to-one tutor support over the telephone.
2
Context
2.1 
Focus of enquiry
The aim is to collect a range of learner viewpoints to add to the debate about use of new technologies in widening participation. Kirkwood and Price (2005), drew upon studies conducted over a period of more than five years, to suggest that there has been a fundamental shift in students’ access to new technologies, reflecting changes in attitudes and in wider society. Other data, however, show that variations in computer and internet usage are still cutting across social classes (Citizens Online 2007). 
In their review, Sharpe et al. (2005) showed that the learner perspective of e-learning was under-represented in the literature. Research in e-learning is usually focused on technological or pedagogical issues, and so far, students have been largely overlooked. Following Sharpe et al.’s recommendations, a recent JISC-funded project (Conole et al., 2006) explored students’ experiences via in depth case studies, focusing upon undergraduates in traditional universities across a range of disciplines. This revealed a ‘rich and complex inter-relationship between the individuals and the tools.’ My research has arisen from discussions with Conole, applying a similar methodology to a widening participation audience. 
2.2
Openings courses

Openings courses are created and managed by the Centre for Widening Participation at the Open University. These distance-education courses are designed around learning skills, to introduce adult students to higher education. Each course lasts 20 weeks, and is worth 10 CATS points at Level 1, assessed by an end of course assignment sent to the university. Every student is allocated a personal tutor, who proactively keeps in touch by telephone, and marks two formative assignments during the course. The course materials,  comprising printed materials and a DVD, are posted to each student. 

Although the Open University is moving towards greater use of computers, including web-based submission of assignments, online course materials and student discussion forums, the use of computers is currently optional on Openings courses. Every student is allocated a university email address and password  to access a personal website (Student Home) and a range of university-wide online resources. Students do not have to use these facilities during their Openings course, although some choose to do so.
3
Methodology
Following Conole et al., (2005), the broad interpretive framework combines several qualitative approaches, geared towards the description of particular cases and individual approaches in the way students use technology to support their learning. The types of technologies and strategies were identified together with the students’ experiences.

The methodological approach consists of two phases – a wider contextual review of the use of technologies across a range of students using paper-based survey, and a more in-depth series of individual case studies of technology use gathered through student audio log diaries and a set of interviews. The survey instrument used by Conole et al. has been adapted for a widening participation audience. 
Data collection consists of three main sources:

• information derived from the survey 

• data gathered through audio logs (not presented in this paper)
• transcripts from the telephone interviews.

The survey is used to gain a wider understanding of learners’ experiences around particular tools and applications, whereas the case studies of individual learners (via the audio logs and interviews) describe the nature of the e-learning activities carried out by the learner and exploring the e-learner context and background. This paper presents initial findings from the survey and first round of interviews.
3.1
Participants

The participants were Open University students who had recently completed an ‘Openings’ course in Arts, Mathematics or Science. The demographic characteristics of these respondents are described later in this paper.
3.2
Sample

For the survey, a sample of 300 students (100 from each course) was drawn from those who had submitted the end of course assessment for the November 2006 presentation of the following courses:

· Breakthrough (Science)
· Starting with Maths

· Making sense of the arts

The sample was random, other than excluding students in prison. In total for these three courses, 677 students submitted the end of course assignment, so the sample consists of about half the cohort. The questionnaire was sent out about a month after the end of the course in Spring 2007. Two methodological issues arise from the nature of the sample:
i. The sample only included students who had completed the course. This sampling bias was unavoidable in the circumstances. In future, the survey could be repeated towards the beginning of a presentation, to capture the responses of students who might not complete the whole course.

ii. By scheduling the questionnaire after the end of the course, students could reflect upon their experience. The results had not been sent out to students at that stage, thus avoiding possible respondent bias due to results status. The timing also meant that responses were retrospective, relying upon students’ ability to recall their experiences. To mitigate this, questions about day-to-day use of technologies were phrased as ‘in the past week, how often have you used…?’ Questions about study experience on the course were designed to elicit broad-brush patterns, rather than detailed recollections. 

For the interviews, a separate sample of 20 students was drawn from the same cohort (10 each from the Arts and Maths Openings courses). The original intention was to identify those students who had stated that they had low previous educational qualifications before joining the course. However, this intention was undermined by the absence of sufficient data on the database. It appears that few applicants fill in that section of the data-gathering form at the point of registration. In fact, the actual sample had a range of previous qualifications, from NVQ to post-graduate degree. These 20 students were sent a copy of the questionnaire used in the survey, with a consent form and request for availability for interview over the telephone.  Seven replied, of whom five were interviewed.  

3.3
Method: questionnaire

The first  section of the questionnaire asked students about their study goals, and the extent to which their main goal had been satisfied at that stage. The second section gathered detailed data about students’ use of a range of technologies in their daily lives, at work (where applicable) and during their studies. Technologies were clustered into those used for talking, writing and finding information. For example, ‘writing’ included phone text messages, handwritten documents, documents printed from a computer, email, instant messaging and blogging. The third section asked about use of audio and video, and access to computer equipment and the internet at home. Finally a series of nine statements about preferences in relation to computers, email and tutor contact were presented, each with a five point Likert scale (from strongly agree to strongly disagree).
The survey was sent by post, recognizing that a web-based approach was inappropriate for this study. Each questionnaire was bar-coded with the relevant student personal identifier, so that demographic and other data in the university’s records could be linked to questionnaire responses. 300 questionnaires generated 127 responses (42%), after reminders, fairly evenly distributed between the three subjects.  
3.4
Method: telephone interviews

Semi-structured interviews were carried out over the telephone, recorded and transcribed. These interviews were carried out concurrently with the postal survey. Each interview lasted about 20 to 30 minutes. In a methodologically similar study of students’ use of mobile devices, Pettit and Kukulska-Hulme (2006) are careful to outline the difficulties in assuming either ‘objectivity’ or ‘authenticity’ in interview data. As they point out, Holstein and Gubrium (2004, p. 141) argue that interviews are ‘collaborative accomplishments’ between the parties involved. Pettit and Kukulska-Hulme (2006, p. 650) identify further places where ‘gaps open up’, for example in transcribing the interview. They cite Miller and Glassner (2004, p.127) in calling these  gaps ‘fissures from the ideal text’. Thus, the interview data are not presented as either ‘objective’ or ‘authentic’, but are used to provide insights into some students’ experiences of technologies in their daily lives and studies. 

The interview format provided space for each student to describe personal contexts and reflect upon issues that might complement the questionnaire data. Prior completion of the survey questionnaire enabled the interviewer to ask for clarification or explanation of choices expressed in each participant’s survey responses. It could be said that the questionnaire asked ‘what’ and ‘how’ and the interviews asked ‘why’. 
4
Data and initial findings

4.1
Questionnaire data

The questionnaire respondents

The respondents were all from the UK, and their locations reflected the national coverage of the Open University (OU). About three-quarters of the respondents were female, similar to  the overall student population for Openings courses. There was a wide range of ages, with the majority in the 35 to 55 age range, typical for OU students. The modal age of students on the Arts course was higher than for the Maths or Science Openings courses: Arts courses generally in the OU have a tendency to attract older students. For most respondents, the Openings course was their first OU study. About seven out of ten students were in employment.
Study goals

When asked to choose their single most important study goal from several options, two choices stood out:

· ‘For pleasure or interest’ accounted for 22% of responses

· ‘To find out whether I am ready for further study’ accounted for a further 30%

Intriguingly, given the widening participation aims of the courses, the smallest number of responses indicated ‘to return to education’. Possibly, the ‘readiness for further study’ option more closely matched respondents’ perception of their own situation. Overall, 75% reported that they had ‘completely’ or ‘nearly’ achieved their most important goal.

Use of technologies in personal life 

These questions asked about frequency of usage ‘in the previous week’. A selection of  results are summarized here, based upon the total of 127 respondents to the survey. These responses are drawn from the responses about  ‘using technology in your personal life.’ Similar questions were posed about use of technology at work, but those responses are not covered here.  

Talking: Phone landline from home and mobile phone were by far the most-used technologies. In contrast, only 12 (10%) respondents had used voice over internet (Skype or similar) at least once in the previous week. This compares with 5 (4%) who had used a public telephone box at least once. 

Writing: 97 (89%) had used text messaging at least once in the previous week, and 109 (86%) had used email. In contrast, less well-used technologies included instant messaging over the internet (92, or 77%) had not used at all in the previous week), online message boards (91, or 76%, not used) and blogs or authored web-pages (112, or 93%, had not used).
Finding information: 110 (87%) respondents had used the internet from home in the previous week, but only 7 (6%) had used an internet café. Of the 110, seventy-seven (61%) had used the internet from home more than three times in the previous week. 

Access to computer and/or internet at home

This question asked about access rather than ownership, as this is a better indicator of actual availability of computer resources. Figure 1 shows the results. ‘No access’ means ‘no access to computer at home’. 114 respondents (90%) have access to the internet at home. The 10% without internet access at home would need to be considered in future computer strategies for these courses. 
Figure 1
Access to computer and/or internet at home
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Preferences (Likert scale statements)
The final section of the questionnaire presented nine statements, with a five point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. The results are presented in three thematically related clusters in Figures 2, 3 and 4. Rather than attempt a detailed statistical analysis at this stage, the overall patterns within each figure are noted, to facilitate later comparison with interview data.
Figure 2
Preferences/problems: use of computers/access


[image: image2.emf]0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140

I find using computers

difficult

Getting access to an

internet-connected

computer is a problem for

me

I only use computers or

other electronic gadgets

when I cannot avoid it

Number of respondents

Disagree strongly Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Agree strongly


Figure 1 showed access to computer/internet at home. Figure 2 illustrates broader themes around the use of computers. The upper bar shows that 96 respondents (76%) disagree or disagree strongly with the statement about avoidance of computer use. 15 respondents (12%) agreed or agreed strongly. This indicates that an underlying reluctance to use computers may not be an insurmountable barrier for most, although the ‘when I cannot avoid it’ qualifier is open  to interpretation. There is also a minority indicating that avoidance of computers may be a factor. The middle bar shows that 14 (10%) agree strongly/agree that getting access to the internet is a problem. This matches the 10% with no home internet access, although (future) detailed matching of individual questionnaire responses is required to establish the degree of overlap between the two sets. The lower bar indicates perceptions of difficulty in computer use. This shows a similar pattern to the top bar, with slightly more respondents in the neutral band, and fewer in the ‘agree’ band. 
Figure 3
Preferences: communication with tutor
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The lower two bars of Figure 3 reveal an interesting contrast. The lower bar shows that a tendency to disagree with ‘prefer email instead of telephone’ for tutorials, with a majority preferring the telephone. In contrast, the middle bar shows a shift towards a more polarized stance, with equal numbers at the ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ ends of the bar. This indicates that preferences are split over the use of email in addition to the telephone for tutor support. 
Figure 4 illustrates general preferences in the use of computers for study. Here, the upper bar shows a different pattern from the two lower ones. The upper bar indicates that the majority agree strongly/agree with the statement that ‘I would learn how to use a computer for a course if I had to.’ This indicates a motivational factor in learning new computer skills, although interpretations of the ‘if I had to’ qualifier would need to be explored before placing any more weight on this result. The lower two bars both have fairly broad neutral zones, with slightly more weight towards the ‘agree’ end of the bar for the statement about choosing courses that require a computer.
Figure 4
Preferences: use of computer for study
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4.2
 Characteristics of interview participants
Interview participants

Some characteristics of the interview participants are summarized in Table 1. It should be noted that all interviewees were over 55, a factor which may be significant when considering attitudes and experience with new technologies. Further interviews will focus upon other age groups, to ensure that possible age-related effects are considered.  Despite this caveat, these five participants represented an interesting range of attitudes and experiences. An initial thematic analysis of the transcripts has revealed some promising issues for further exploration, some of which are discussed in this paper.

Table 1
Characteristics of interview participants
	
	Gender
	Age
	Subject
	Date of first study with OU
	Main study goal

	Student A
	F
	75
	Arts
	1993
	Intellectual challenge

	Student B
	F
	61
	Maths
	2003
	Intellectual challenge

	Student C
	F
	56
	Arts
	2004
	Gain credit towards qualification

	Student D
	M
	68
	Maths
	New student
	Intellectual challenge

	Student E
	M
	69
	Arts
	New student
	To find out whether ready to do further study


Questionnaire results for the interview participants: use of internet/computer

All five interviewees had access to a computer at home with internet access (broadband apart from Student D who had dial-up). According to questionnaire responses, four of the five interviewees used email and the internet in their daily lives. Student C was the exception, reporting no internet or email use in the week before completing the survey. During the interview, she revealed that she did use email to contact friends, but her internet use was more limited.  

Experience and self-image in relation to computers

The five interviewees had a wide range of experience in relation to computer use. When asked to describe themselves in terms of their expertise with computers, the responses revealed some interesting differences between participants. The note below each quotation shows that student’s response to the questionnaire statement ‘I find using computers difficult.’ These three students illustrated a range of responses:
Fairly computer illiterate but I do use computers for what I need to

Student A – disagree – ‘I find using computers difficult.’
Very basic.  I turn it on, write an essay, save it, fairly basic. 

Student C – neither agree nor disagree – ‘I find using computers difficult.’
So if you said to me, ‘what can I do on a computer?’  I would say, ‘it’s mostly been based around Word for Windows, and I’ve used it more as a sort of a typewriter extension, but I’ve moved on from the Openings course, and I’m on Maths now, and I’ve taken the trouble to use the Maths Equation stuff within Windows to type for example the Maths answers.  It’s very time consuming but at the same time I was interested in beating the machine.
 Student D – agree – ‘I find using computers difficult.’
Two students gave similar responses to the question, and interview data indicate that they were both regular computer-users:

I got a Certificate in Computing.  I’ve done two level 1 courses, and I got the IT certificate.

An enthusiastic user

Student B – disagree strongly – ‘I find using computers difficult.’
Yes I have a fairly large wadge of e-mail saved documents of one sort of another under various headings, family, holidays and all that sort of thing.
Student E – disagree strongly – ‘I find using computers difficult.’
4.3
Discussion of initial themes identified in interview data

Using Nvivo coding software, some initial themes have been identified within the interview transcripts. At this stage, the analysis is somewhat tentative, but clusters of codes and juxtaposed issues are beginning to indicate some student perspectives and concerns, which are discussed in this section. 
Support for computer skills
Two students indicated the importance of informal support within the household:
I don’t think I could use a computer as much as I do if I didn’t have my husband to refer to, so I’m very fortunate in that.
Student A

My son is trying to educate me a bit.  I think without him I wouldn’t probably have even dared going onto the internet, and the other thing is the fact that I work in school and of course the technology now is to get the children to use it
Student C

Perception of computer systems as impersonal or unfamiliar
The ‘personal vs. impersonal’ theme appeared in various different contexts. Both of these students illustrate perceptions that computer systems are impersonal. Yet, Student C also shows varying perceptions of the computer, depending upon the context. Where she knows the recipient well, she uses email as a means of communication without undue concern. Faced with the “OU’s systems”, the unfamiliarity is enough of a barrier to prevent her trying the online assignment website.
 I’m not so sure that I learn such an awful lot from the tutorial but it’s so important it seems to me to go along and meet other people, and establish this human contact with your tutor.  That’s where I perhaps then would start criticising the computerised systems.
Student D, referring to face to face tutorials on his current course

Yes, I can sit and I can write an essay, the Openings, and I can print it out on my printer, and then I send it in the post, fine, but for me to try and grasp the concept of sticking on a computer and sending it through the OU’s system [online] I find that very different from if I said, ‘right I’m going to write an article for the Women’s Institute in the village, I’m going to e-mail it to my friend whose got an e-mail in the village.  That I can comprehend if you can understand me.

Student C discussing different ways to send in an assignment
Motivation

The two extracts below show a contrast in attitudes to the online assignment website, that allows students to send their assignment to the tutor electronically. Although, procedurally, it is just another way to send an assignment to the tutor, instead of paper-based post, the website is owned by the exams section of the university. Student A indicates that convenience is a motivation for using the website. Student C indicates that the unfamiliarity and ‘lost’ feelings act as a barrier  for her.
 I do enjoy sending TMA’s [assignments] electronically.  It’s like another world.  You just press a button and it’s gone, and it’s already delivered.  That’s wonderful, you don’t have to put it in an envelope and stamp it, and take it to the Post Office.
Student A

But to think I’m going to use the system that’s going into somewhere so massive like the OU, I don’t really know what I’m doing to be honest I have no idea.  I wouldn’t know what buttons to push, it just scares me.  Its like being immersed into a jungle and not knowing which way to go.
Student C

Those two extracts appear to show a clear contrast between these two students. Later in the same interview, however, Student C showed that stronger motivation (wanting to book a holiday) and informal IT support (her teenage son) are enough for her to try an unfamiliar computing technique. It also illustrates another reason why she may be reluctant to expose herself to unfamiliar situations:
[…] what I have done recently and I patted myself on the back because I booked a holiday on-line.[…]  but there again I had my son around to say, ‘yes that’s OK mum’.  My husband and I actually used our credit card some while ago.  We’d never used a hole in the wall, we had to phone our son on our mobile phone which we hardly knew how to use, what do we do this?  His friends were falling on the floor with hysterics.  But for us it just blows your brain, you just can’t cope with it, and you feel just an idiot these days.
Student C

Study environment

Student D illustrates a theme that appeared in other interviews. Distance education students usually study alone, with varying degrees of control over the study environment, which is often the home. This student seems to regard the computer as just one aspect of their overall surroundings, and makes choices accordingly. This raises some interesting questions about implementation of online ‘virtual learning environments’ that require a student to work at the computer.  There may be an age-related aspect to this particular response, that Student D mentioned elsewhere in the interview.
[…] most of that time since early retirement has been devoted to studying in one form or another, but I very rarely use the computer for that study.  I much prefer book form.  I suppose it’s perhaps a hardback when I was at school or whatever it is, but the flexibility that goes with a book I can take it in the garden, and I can sit down under the tree with a cup of coffee, you know that sort of thing.  It’s not so easy with a laptop.  If you’re in the sunlight for example it’s quite difficult to use a laptop, so I much prefer the traditional sorts of approach I think, and equally again if I go to the local library.
Student D
Preferences between telephone and email
The tutor-student relationship is emphasized on Openings courses. Tutors are expected to telephone each of their students at least five times during the course for telephone tutorials, with a total contact time of 2 hours per student. Some tutors supplement this with email contact. Other OU survey data from Openings courses indicate the importance of this relationship in supporting students. All five students were asked about their use of email and telephone, and how they chose between the technologies. This revealed a common theme, in that ‘personal vs. impersonal’ was mentioned by all five students, in particular in relation to phone vs. email. The telephone was generally regarded as a more personal  means of communication than email. For this reason, although these students found email convenient, all of them stated that they valued the telephone contact with the tutor. This extract from Student E illustrates the latter theme:
That personal contact [with the tutor] was enormously important because I rather sagged in the middle of the course.  I lost control of the timekeeping and so on, scheduling, and I was greatly encouraged by the phone calls cos one can speak more frankly and openly than one is able to in writing, so it was a tremendous support, and I would have thought invaluable.
Student E
Students felt more comfortable contacting familiar people by email, rather than using email as the first contact. Once the tutor had been in contact by telephone, some students felt more able to use email contact:

 I’m really sort of more happy using a computer to communicate with someone if I have already either spoken to them either on the phone or face-to-face, so I know the person that I’m sending to.
Student A
I think I did once because he[the tutor] did say to me look I’ve got an e-mail, if there’s a problem, and I think I did e-mail.  To me that’s like e-mailing someone in the village.  That I can comprehend, cos I wasn’t e-mailing the OU system I was e-mailing his home, it was a personal thing and I could cope with that, and I knew that he was going to reply to me, which he did, and that was helpful.
Student C
‘Intrusion’ appeared in one interview (student A), in that email was regarded as less intrusive upon the tutor than a telephone call. This  student is apparently adapting her choice according to her conception of the tutor’s circumstances and the nature of the tutor-student relationship:
I felt that it was probably more convenient for her because I don’t like […] disturbing them for an answer there and then.  I think it’s much easier to use an e-mail and they can reply at their own convenience.
Student A, talking about emailing her tutor
Student B, who was studying mathematics, preferred to ask more complicated technical questions in email, because she felt that a written medium was more appropriate for detailed queries. These extract also illustrate an awareness of the tutor’s circumstances, and a subject-specific effect, in that mathematics was felt to be easier to communicate in writing:
And I’m comfortable with e-mail.  It’s also because you ask a specific question, I find the tutors aren’t always . . . you know they have a lot of other students as well, and they’re not always geared up to just answer it just off pat straight away, so it gives him a time as well to think about it.
Student B

 It’s not my favourite medium [the telephone] but it is instant I suppose more than e-mail.

I found it a bit difficult because when you ask a specific question the tutor doesn’t know which page in the book I’m talking about.  I can’t expect a tutor to know these books inside out so you’ve got to tell them which page, and you’ve got to give him time to look at it, and think about it and understand my question properly so I found that a bit awkward actually.

Student B 
5
Findings
In this section, two major strands will be discussed:

· Issues around use of computer technologies, including support, motivation, self-image as a computer user, confidence and other affective issues

· Preferences between communications technologies, and factors influencing those choices

Both of these strands can invoke data from the questionnaire and/or the interviews, so the discussion will highlight areas where data indicate an overall pattern. 
5.1 
Issues around use of computer technologies

Most survey respondents had access to computers and the internet at home, but both the survey and interviews indicated a range of perceived difficulty in using computers. In interviews, responses showed that self-perception of ability in computer skills does not necessarily match any objective scale of competencies. Although all five interview participants had internet access at home, they illustrated a range of attitudes and competencies regarding computers. 
The questionnaire results show a majority who state that they would learn how to use a computer if required by a course. Interview data provide various examples where convenience or other benefits motivate people to learn new computer skills or overcome anxieties about computers. The presence of informal technical support, such as a friend or member of the household, was acknowledged as an important factor. 
Affective issues were important for all interviewees, especially Student C, who expressed considerable anxiety about using any unfamiliar technology. Given sufficient local support and a task that showed clear benefits (such as booking a holiday online), she was able to overcome these fears. This indicates that computer guidance to students needs to address affective issues as well as technical ones.
Interview data indicate that the computer can be regarded as one aspect of each student’s overall study environment, so that choices about when and how to use the computer can be influenced by other factors, such as comfort, convenience and habit.
5.2 Preferences between communications technologies, and factors influencing those choices

Questionnaire results indicated that using email instead of telephone contact with the tutor would not be a preference. Interview findings indicate that the perceived personal nature of telephone contact is a factor, as email is regarded as impersonal. Other stated benefits of the telephone include immediacy and convenience. Student B, who was more experienced with email, preferred it to telephone contact, as more complicated queries could be explained in writing. Email was also preferred over telephone in circumstances where the student wanted to reduce intrusion upon the tutor.
Survey data show that a substantial proportion of respondents want email to supplement telephone contact with the tutor. This is supported by interview data. Even Student C, who was very anxious about computers, used email to contact friends. She also used email to contact her tutor, once initial telephone contact had been established. Initial contact by telephone was felt to establish a personal relationship with the tutor, so that email was then sent to someone familiar, rather than an unknown quantity. Unfamiliarity with the recipient was identified as a barrier to using email.
6
Implications for policy or practice
This paper has presented survey and interview data, and indicated some emerging patterns. The findings presented here support the conclusion drawn by Kirkwood and Price (2005, p. 270) that “consideration has to be given not only to the characteristics of the technologies but also to […] the contexts within which the learners engage with ICT.” My study of students from widening participation courses has highlighted some specific issues to be addressed. Further analysis of the data should yield more detailed findings. Under the same headings used for the findings in Section 5, some issues for policy and practice are listed below.
6.1
Issues around use of computer technologies
· Most questionnaire respondents have access to computers and the internet at home, but there is a range of perceived difficulty in using computers, so effective policy and practice need to recognise factors beyond access to internet in the home
· Motivation matters. The benefit of learning a new computer skill needs to be clear to the student. Support and motivation complement each other.
· Computer support for students needs to address affective issues as well as technical ones

· The presence of informal support from within the household is important to some students. How do we factor that into course design and institutional support?
6.2
Preferences between communications technologies

· The survey indicates that a majority do not want email to replace telephone contact with the tutor for these courses. Students value the personal nature of telephone contact, also its immediacy and convenience. Course design needs to retain telephone contact, even if email contact is increased
· Email is helpful to supplement telephone contact. Email is preferred for more complicated queries (to give the tutor time to prepare an answer), or to reduce intrusion upon the tutor. 
· Tutors need to recognise the personal/impersonal perceptions of some students, and use communication technologies accordingly. Also, initial contact by telephone can establish a personal relationship with the student , so students are then more willing to send email to the tutor.
7
 Conclusion
Although presenting initial findings in an ongoing project, this paper has highlighted the need to consider the contexts in which students use computer technologies, rather than just access to the technologies. Affective and motivational factors can be a major influence upon students’ use of technologies. Specific issues for policy and practice have been identified.  In future, further analysis of the data will explore these issues in more depth. 
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