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The development and emergence of e-learning provides challenges for the providers of on-line courses in the development of effective pedagogy.  A key facet to the emergent pedagogy is the role of the on-line tutor or e-moderator. The e-moderator faces a diversity of challenges including instructional design and organisation, facilitating discourse and directing student instruction (Anderson & Garrison, 1998). To achieve an understanding of what behaviour constitutes effective e-moderation it is critical that the student experience and perceptions of e-moderation are investigated.  This investigation of the student experience will form the basis for the development of a code of practice for effective e-moderation within E-College Wales

Previous research can help inform the identification of good practice for e-learning.  Prior studies have identified causes of student withdrawal as being lack of tutor feedback and dissatisfaction with the learning experience (McVay-Lynch, 2002).  Inglis, Ling & Joosten, (1999) have postulated that e-moderators require different skills to traditional lecturers. Whilst Salmon (2002) identified the e-moderator plays an essential role in developing learning.  However, it is apparent from a review of the extant literature that there is a lack of research examining the role of the e-moderator from the student perspective.  Thus it is apparent that the e-moderator requires a different portfolio of skills and personal qualities to that of the traditional tutor. To develop an effective educational experience it is vital that the student perceptions of effective practice are captured and instigated into the course pedagogy.  

The study is based on the on-line BA Enterprise programme, part of the Objective 1 funded E-College Wales (ECW) initiative designed by the University of Glamorgan, which aims to help improve the entrepreneurial capacity of Wales.  The programme is supported by the European Social Fund (ESF) and a network of Welsh Further Education (FE) colleges whose primary objective is to support the learning in regional centres throughout Wales.  The course is supported by “Blackboard” software and utilises a number of synchronous and asynchronous communication mechanisms including discussion boards, e-mail and virtual classrooms.  Course materials are linked to “Blackboard” via a virtual learning environment (VLE) supporting text based learning material and case studies utilising graphical and audio techniques.

The methodology involved interviews with students using a semi-structured questionnaire.  The aim of this research instrument was to elicit responses on what factors constituted effective e-moderation and student perceptions of the role of the on-line tutor. The questionnaires asked the respondents to identify examples of effective and ineffective e-moderation practice, characteristics of the e-moderator and suggestions for “best practice”. Forty students from the University of Glamorgan and partner colleges took part in the study.  The interviews were held within the University and partner colleges.  The questionnaire results were then contrasted to identify commonality and key issues for effective e-moderation strategies.

Detailed content analysis of the questionnaires revealed that students identified quality and quick turnaround of feedback, availability of a tutor at key times and approachability as constituents of effective e-moderation.  The e-moderator was characterised as a counsellor, tutor and subject specialist.   This research can be utilised by e-learning practitioners to develop an effective code of practice for e-moderators on such programmes.   The study supplements and enhances the existing literature base and provides a valuable insight into student learning needs.
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