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Introduction 

Context 

I work as a degree-level tutor for the Open College Of Arts (OCA), a small, independent arts college based in the north of England that 
specializes in online-distance adult arts education up to postgraduate level.  

I have been working for the college for around 18 months and have discovered that the core student group differs vastly from that in a more 
‘conventional’ or bricks-and-mortar establishment in which I have also taught for a number of years, where commonly the main cohort 
constitutes of school-leavers, (mostly) affluent international students and a small group of mature students who are usually under 40. In 
contrast, the student cohort at the OCA is vastly diverse and most significantly the ages of the students currently under my tutelage range 
from between 17- 65 years old and I am aware that other courses support students within their eighties.  
 
At the OCA I also teach a number of international students who are unable to take up study for financial reasons within the UK but would like 
to receive an English education or qualification.  

Most students at the OCA work part-time towards their degree and fit their studies around work and care obligations alongside money 
constraints. However, through anecdotal observation there appears to be an increase in students electing to study with the OCA who intend 
to study full-time and would ideally study face-to-face but due to their financial, care or health situations feel that distance learning is their 
only route towards a degree. These students are motivated and eager to learn but can become frustrated by the current programme of study 
and have communicated to me perception that they are ‘missing out’ on a full-time, face-to-face university experience.  

My study proposal is grown out of a recognition of an observed frustration these students feel towards their online distance study where 
there appears to be a perception that face-to-face study might be more beneficial and particularly more social in terms of peer group study 
opportunities. The long-term intention of this research would be to increase satisfaction and retention at the college and promote further, 
the social community experience and opportunities we offer. 

My intention is to review the current set-up at the OCA and implement some small changes that might facilitate the cohort in feeling more 
socially involved through their current studies. 



This study will be undertaken through Action Research and will be of benefit to both my own teaching practice as well as the college’s support 
of their students. The study will assist the discovery of small changes which could be implemented to assist the current online model in order 
to increase opportunities for a group of independent learners, all studying within different timeframes to peer-support their studies and gain 
not only a means-to-end education but a more socially enriched and memorable experience. 

 

Action Research 

The Open University’s guide, Action Research A Guide for Associate Lecturers defines this research method as; 

“Any research into practice undertaken by those involved in that practice, with an aim to change and improve it. It is therefore, a process of 
enquiry by you as a practitioner [..] into the effectiveness of your own teaching and your students’ learning.” (p.4, Coats, 2005) 
 
The Open University’s guide goes on to explain that both action and research can be undertaken independently and combining the two 
elements gives Action Research its distinction from other methodologies.  

Whilst my own study will be undertaken in only a few weeks and I believe that Action Research might be most effective for a more sustained 
and long-term enquiry, I believe this method of research is appropriate for the problem I am aiming to look into, as much of the enquiry phase 
can be undertaken through acquiring statistics from the web development team at the college. This type of data is readily available and 
retrievable for vast period of time, it is easy to acquire (with the assistance of the web team), properly stored and automatically tracking the 
information needed to (in part,) gauge the success of the study.  

The short time remit of my study also means that any findings will be introductory and could be relatively superficial with the opportunities to 
implement change also limited. To overcome this, rather than undertaking a deeply seeking research paper, I am instead looking to review 
what is already in place and make small interventions which have the potential to initiate a more long-term goals for significant changes at 
the college. The study will be useful for referring to during course development meetings, to engage the team and and also to establish a 
framework and parameters for undertaking further research in the future. These outcomes tally with Hopkins’ definition of the methodology 
which considers Action Research as  “most appropriate for participants who recognize the existence of shortcomings in their educational 
activities and who would like to adopt some initial stance in regard to the problem.” (Hopkins as cited by MacIsaac, 1996) 



There are four key stages to the Action Research process (p5, Coats, 2005)  

 

“Plan – Act – Observe – Reflect” 

These stages are interrelated and should form a cycle. I have outlined my understanding of these stages below and this process will serve to 
dictate the structure of my research: 

1. Plan – establish the problem or question to be looked into a make initial plans and proposals to undertake the research 
2. Act – Engage in this research, discuss the research with colleagues, collect information and discover and investigate the subject or issue more deeply and acquire 

evidence 
3. Review – Reflect on the research that has been undertaken and suggest changes that can be made..  
4. Continue with the cycle until the allotted time for the study is complete at which point report on your findings, giving recommendations for future change. 

Existing research and opinion 

(AR2) 

 
"One of the biggest challenges for distance learning students is engagement with other peers. A big part of the student 
experience is meeting new people, making friends, joining societies and having social events, but distance learning 
students don't get to experience that, so it is very academic for them." (Page, 2013)  
 
The above quote, taken from a Guardian online interview with Steve Mills, student president for welfare at Robert Gordon’s 
University, underpins what I believe to be a popular perception of online-distance learning and one supported through my 
own informal discussions with colleagues and acquaintances who have experience in this area.  
 



It is my own belief, that online distance can be(but doesn’t have to be) a lonely way to study and Dr Rachel Kirk’s 2008 
conference paper backs this up. Her paper, titledCommunicating Learning: Evaluating the learning experience of distance 
learning students discusses the research she undertook to review student perceptions of online distance learning. The results 
of the study confirm that of the students who took part in her research, a number of them outlined ‘a sense of isolation, a lack 
of interaction with students and tutors ’ and ‘a feeling of receiving less help and support than students studying a more 
traditional mode’ (p.3, Kirk, 2008) as a disadvantage of distance study. The study goes on to detail more specific issues 
relating to this learning style which include : 

- ‘a perceived loss of opportunities to ask questions and get immediate responses’ (p.4) 
- a desire from students for additional face-to-face opportunities to be incorporated into the learning programme (p.4) 
- a mixed response to discussion boards, with the negative reasons being: ‘a dissatisfaction with quality/timing of 

responses ; not liking the shared access to queries and responses ; lack of time to engage with them ’  (p.5) 

Kirk also makes a point of the‘student frustrations with one-to-one communications with lecturers – often via e-mail’ and remarks that 
these frustrations are mainly borne from a lack of clarityof their expectations and ‘the capacity, resource wise, for staff to meet these’ (p.5) 
 
Kirk’s study highlights some suggestions for improving the student experience arisen as suggestions by students and through the analysis of 
her paper and these include; 
 
• The importance of good inductions to establish expectations / the suggestion of inductions taking place face-to-face where possible 
• The possible implementation of a ‘buddy system’ where more experienced students support newer ones. 
• The importance of getting staff on board and having the resources to equip them and offer staff development forfurther change.  
• The importance of building in mechanisms within learning which can help deal with common queries. 
 
She summarises that; 

 



“Rather than aiming to replicate face-to-face provision the development of such programmes needs to identify approaches and techniques to 
address the kinds of expectations and needs identified in this research if they are to impact on learning experiences.” (p.4) 
 
During Kirk’s study, she also draws on prior research by Prof. Gilly Salmon, Vice Chancellor of the University of Western Australia whose work 
focuses on themes of innovation and change in Higher Education, often through new technologies. I looked into Salmon’s own research and 
found a report titled The Space for social media in structured online learningmost pertinent. Salmon’s report uses opinions gathered from 
participants of a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) collected through interviews, surveys and social media postings focused on gauging 
their experience of this form of study. I have listed 12 statements made within the report relevant to my own study in the table below : 
 

Pros Cons 

Social media in higher education has been found to enhance 
learning outcomes and academic achievement 

 
Students feel that social media reduces collaboration because 
students work separately on different parts of a project, which 
minimises opportunities for collaborative learning  
 

 
Social media can assist students to share administrative information 
with peers, such as meeting times and locations, and assessment 
requirements 
 

 
Students also report that using social media in learning may lead 
to misunderstandings, less knowledge sharing, and less creative 
thinking 
 

 
When deployed for learning, social media can facilitate the 
development of online communities, allowing for collaborative and 
participatory engagement by placing emphasis on collective 
knowledge and social interaction 
 

 
Some students report seeing the use of social media such as 
Facebook as time wasting or a form of procrastination 
 

 
Social media can help strengthen the social relationships among 
students, heighten students’ self-esteem, and boost their learning 
performance 

 
Students may feel that using social media in education distorts 
the boundaries between their online social and educational 
worlds, between social and informal and formal spaces, and 
between public and private spaces 



 

 
Although university-utilised learning management systems (LMSs) 
and social media platforms both enable file sharing, collaboration 
and discussion, social media platforms tend to be more popular with 
students for peer-to-peer interactions. 
 

 
Particular to MOOCs, participants may feel overwhelmed and as 
just one ‘faceless student’ out of many. 
 

 
Online learning communities have been found to engage students in 
collaborative learning and reflective practice 
 

 
Participants have described MOOCs as depersonalized and 
lacking a meaningful student-teacher relationship 
 

 
(Salmon, 2015) 
 
Salmon’s findings clearly recognize that social media engagement can enhance student learning and experience however much of this 
depends on the perception of the student and how well these social interactions are delivered or supported. I have highlighted in bold the key 
statements which are areas which are of particular importance to my own study and interventions which include: 

- encouraging students to share administrative information (in particular I think it could be useful for students already settled to help 
support other students who are new and overwhelmed by the setup. 

- Encouraging student interaction to promote well-being and performance; I believe a happy student with social links will feel more 
engaged, motivated and focussed on their studies 

- Engaging communities for collaborative learning and reflective practice In particular, I believe students could support each other in 
the critiques of their work and add further insight to their learning logs.  

The third study which I looked at was undertaken by Chris Garbett of Leeds Metropolitan University. This research was a 2009 case study 
reviewing online-distance group work practices and so focused on a compulsory study module where students had to collaborate on a piece 
of work. The study titled Implementation of group work on web-based distanced learning courses was useful to read and could be used as 
best-practice or for the possible implementation of a similar practice in the future. However, the paper’s own practical interventions were not 
particularly relevant to my own research as the focus was on a time-consuming implementation of group work and the inclusion of this in the 



curriculum (which will not be possible in the time I have for my study.) The perceived benefits however did have some social overlaps (as 
outlined overleaf) and the report found that: 
 

 
‘Participating in group work overcomes some of the perceived isolation of distance learning. Working with students from different countries/cultures broadens their 

experiences of working with others.’ 
 

 
‘Working with students from different countries/cultures broadens their experiences of working with others’ 

 

 
‘Students support each other; particularly weaker students who may be reluctant to 

approach the tutor for advice, but may approach other students.’ 
 

 
‘Group work acts as an unofficial tracking system, alongside the official tracking system. If a group feels that a member is not delivering as they should, then the group 

can encourage that member, whilst the tutor may not be aware of any problems.’ 
 

(p4-6, Garbett, 2009) 
 

Gamification 
 

A gamification strategy looks to apply rules based on game mechanics to a another goal-based scenario (in this instance, education) to make 
the experience more ‘playable’ or rewarding. Muntean explains that: 

 ‘Game mechanics are a set of rules and feedback loops that create the gameplay. They represent the fundamentals of any gamified 
context.Each game mechanic is characterized by three attributes: 

• Game mechanics type: Progression, Feedback, Behavioral 



 • Benefits: engagement, loyalty, time spent, influence, fun, SEO, UGC, Virality  
 
• Personality types: explorers, achievers, socializers and killers’ 
 
(p326, Muntean, 2011) 

For this report, Muntean proposed a number of game-like elements (p.327) were applied to students studying on distance learning courses 
including the use of rewards, badges and leaderboard type visuals for students to gauge their progress alongside their peers with some 
documented success from the implementation of such ideas. Muntean summarises that 

‘Gamification helps students gain motivation towards studying, and because of the positive feedback they get pushed forwards and become 
more interested and stimulated to learn. Gamification can constitute a powerful boost to determine them to study/read more.’ (p328. 

 

Hypothesis 
 

Through this literature review, it seems apparent that; 

- There is much that can be implemented to improve social engagement for students on online distance courses and reduce a feeling or 
perception of isolation 

- There is some evidence to support that social encouragement improves their engagement with the course and raise the cohort’s level 
of learning and reflection alongside their experience.  

- That gamification can play a valuable part in make learning more fun and increase engagement 

It is my hypothesis that my own research will corroborate the findings of the literature I have reviewed. It is my intention to trial some 
interventions to help improve the community spirit and connect up more students who are keen to engender a community at the OCA. The 
interventions will look at two key areas – firstly the student website: which includes the forum, a blog, the coursemates and student profiles 
area and secondly through mainstream social media platforms. I predict that there will be more social activity uptake through offsite media 
and on already integrated social media websites (twitter / instagram / facebook / pinterest ) as the students I believe, are on the whole more 



settled and familiar with these places for interaction. It is my prediction that interventions to both the on and offsite areas will improve the 
uptake of students seeking to engage with their peers and a rise in their engagement with the student site. I will aim for a modest 5% increase 
in activity and if possible, look to trialling some interventions inspired by game theory. My anecdotal findings will beconsidered alongside 
statistical data gathering and answers received via questionnaire. 

 

 

 

 

 

AR3 
Research Plan 

‘How can a community spirit be encouraged and supported for students studying in online-distance learning?’ 

From the research undertaken, I have developed four sub-questions relating to the my overarching question to help breakdown my research: 

1. Are the general perceptions of the OCA students the same or similar to Salmon’s and Kirk’s findings? 
2. Will offsite interaction be more popular for students than onsite? (and how can this be measured.) 
3. Can a brief intervention increase student engagement by 5% in a short space of time? 
4. In what way could gamification be incorporated into the current student offer? 

Question Context: How will I answer this? 

 
Are the general perceptions regarding 
community at the OCA, the same or similar to 

 
Do we have work to do in terms of community spirit? If so, how 
much and where might we already be doing better? 

 
Review the student survey from February 2016 to 
establish the current feeling and determine if more 



Salmon’s and Kirk’s findings? 

 
 

questions need to be asked. 

 

 

Will offsite interaction be more popular for 
students than onsite? (and how can this be 
measured.) 

 
 
The studies I have read seem to prove this but are the onsite 
resources at OCA also useful? Fit for purpose? Improvable without 
being too costly / time demanding? 

 

- Answers to this may also be covered in the 
student survey. 
- Conduct my own short review of the current 
resources on offer and make some suggestions. 

 

Can a brief intervention increase student 
engagement by 5% in a short space of time? 

 

I am wary of the limited amount of time I have to undertake the 
project and am concerned that this may not be enough time to 
collect reliable data or implement meaningful change. However 
this scenario perhaps replicates the circumstances at many small 
not-for-profit colleges, where tutors work on a self-employed, non-
salaried basis and opportunities to be paid for time allocated to 
development of resources which aren’t directly related to course 
development are limited (so these types of developments are 
usually undertaken by keen tutors in their own time or more 
commonly, employed office staff.)  This limitation of time 
therefore may be more revealing of what can be accomplished 
through small pushes to encourage student energies and efforts to 
self-nurture the community. 

 

Planned interventions : 

Twitter / Instagram  
- Introduce a hashtag and encourage its use to help 
students connect and find each other on twitter 
and instagram. 

Forum  
Brief interventions to encourage more functional 
use for friend finding on the forum. 

Informative Questionnaire 
- Publish a survey / questionnaire which will act as 
a data gatherer to gain further insight into student 
opinion but also offer hints and tips and signpost 
current resources students may not be aware of to 
help them connect with each other. 

Publish a blog post: 
- Introduce the research I am doing via the 



weareoca.com and invite students to use the 
hashtag and take part in the questionnaire.  

 

 

 

In what way could gamification be 
incorporated into the current student offer? 

As the introduction of game mechanics to learning has been found 
to improve student engagement, this may be an effective way of 
implementing some changes which compliment students working 
autonomously and independently within a wider community to 
self-motivate work. 

Review Muntean’s paper  Raising engagement in e-
learning through gamificationto compare our 
current offer and establish suggestions for future 
development.  

Timescales 

 

Stage 1 

Contact OCA  
• Gain permission to undertake research 
• gather information from support staff to aid research and develop key questions 

Launch hashtag  
Publish on forum, twitter, facebook groups (?), ask office support to publicise also. (As I 
have no access to the OCA official social media accounts, this will have to be undertaken by 
staff). 

Review student survey – propose further questions from this  

 

Stage 2 

Develop questionnaire 
from research  

Develop a blog post to 
publicise interventions 
and create informative 
document 

Stage 2 a 

 

Stage 3 – wk3 

Close questionnaire / 
stop gathering 
results from 
questionnaire 

Gather and review 
results of 
questionnaire 

Take data from  



(if necessary) / focus questionnaire in response to the findings. Discuss findings informally 
with office support staff to gauge their response (for instance, is the student response 
based on lack of information about resources – could these be signposted better?). 

Review Muntean’s gamification study 
– create a proposed list for potential implementation – carry out any interventions possible 
to implement during the study. 
 
Gather current data for on and offsite engagement:How many twitter followers 
currently? 
How many instagram followers? 
How many students have avatars? 
How many students have links to their blogs in their profile? 
How many students using forums? 

Publish both 
questionnaire and 
blog 

Continue to encourage 
engagement via 
forums / twitter / 
instagram whilst the 
study is ongoing. 

 

 

onsite/offsite stats 
and review 

Report on findings 

 

 

Ethical and Confidentiality Statements: 

Authority 
I have contacted the principle of the college and discussed the purpose of the research and my protocol and he has agreed for me to 
undertake the study. / I have spoken to my line manager and other colleagues within support at the college who are also encouraging of 
the study. / I will make a clear statement on the blog post / questionnaire about the study so that this can be acknowledged by any 
participants prior to them taking part and so they understand how their data will be used. 

 
Privacy& Security 



I will respect the views of people within the study. I will not collect or include any personal identifying details for or within  
the study. Any incidental collection of these details will be stored within secure systems.  

Integrity 

I will use the data I collect appropriately and for the good practice of the college. I will point out where information might be biased, 
insufficient, misleading or misrepresentative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AR4 
Methodologies 

1. Review of current offer and Initial Data Collection 

Before I plan my own intervention properly it’s important to establish what we currently offer at the OCA for social engagement.This should 
include the collection of basic data encompassingthe current uptake of social resources and any previous feedback we already have recorded 
from the students about their experience of this. This is similar to the literature review I have already undertaken but is focused on the 
personal circumstance and context of the institution rather than a general understanding.This review will begin by being qualitative and 
exploratory in nature to allow me further insight to then be able to undertake an appropriate course of action which fits and is tailored to the 
needs of our students. This review will also be crucial for defining what quantitative data I can collect in order to gauge the effectiveness of the 
study and my interventions. 

There are two strands to my review; firstly I intend to conduct an informal review of what we have on offer through my own exploration and 
engagement with the site and discussions with key staff members involved in supporting social interaction. Secondly I shall be reviewing the 
findings from the recent (2015) Open College Of Art Student Association student satisfaction survey. The exploratory review will allow for my 
research to take a collaborative approach which will involve insights from staff and opportunity for contributions. The student survey review 
will initiate the voice of current students being included within the study and offer me more quantitative and qualitative information.  

 

2. Implementation of Guide / Questionnaire 

From my OCA review, I plan to use this information to develop a guide for students which signposts our current resources. The guide will act 
as an instructional resource for students, where they can work through key areas within our portfolio in a step-by-step manner which inducts 
the studentand gets them set-up. This active guide is intended to be both informative and instructional and will also be an induction into the 
‘ethos’ of the community with the language used within the guide intentionally structured towards asking students to be reflective of their 
own engagement and role in helping to improve the community offer at the college. Throughout the guide, students will be asked to answer 
questions on their current knowledge of their resources and feedback on how likely they are to use certain social elements on and off the site. 
They will also be given the opportunity to provide feedback and suggestions for improving the guide. These questions will be stored as a 



survey of all the students who engage with the guide and used to assess the study’s effectiveness to help improve the college’s service. The 
data gathered from the guide will be both qualitative and quantitative and the feedback received will help to highlight issues with 
engagement and offer solutions for further study or action research. This data, coupled with statistics gathered from the student site before 
and after the study will gauge whether the implementation of the guide has effectively increased the uptake of our social resources at the 
OCA with the key areas for data gathering outlined in the table below: 

Data Source Specific or anecdotal collected/ to be 
collected : 

Type of 
data 

How is the data valid / relevant / Analysed When 
will the 
data be 
taken? 

Student Survey Broad, some specific, mostly to be used 
anecdotally and reflectively 

Qualitative 
and 
Quantitative 

This data is historic and establishes an understanding of our 
current resources and the students response to these prior to 
my own study as a baseline of information for which to develop 
a plan of action. This study is also far-reaching, with over 300 
participants so could be considered more reliable than a smaller 
survey. 

2015 & 
2013 

Website statistics How many students: 
1. Have a profile picture 
2. A link in their profile to their learning log 
3. A signature in their profile 
4. A subscription to the critiques forum 
5. A subscription to the vis comms forum 

Quantitative This data acts as a form of measurement to establish the 
uptake or student engagement before and after the study. 
Whilst it can be a guide to suggest uptake it would be difficult to 
prove how much of an increase in this data is down to general 
increase in numbers of students and my own intervention. 
However information can be taken from both the last 30 days 
and the last 90 days. 

Before and 
after the 
interventio
n 

Offsite Statistics How many followers on: 
1. The facebook page 
2. The facebook vis comms page 
3. Twitter 
4. Instagram 
5. Pinterest 
 
How many students : 
1.Have used the #ocafriends hashtag 

Quantitative 
and 
Qualitative 

This data acts as a form of measurement to establish the 
uptake or student engagement before and after the study and 
this can be evaluated both anecdotally and purely on the 
statistics 
 
This data will be useful to record for future studies but will not 
be particularly valid because there is no structure in place 
during this time period to establish what might be a normal 
uptake and what may be directly in relation to the study (other 

Before and 
after the 
interventio
n 



2. Have been engaged in the student critique 
forums 
3. Introduced themselves on the forum in the 
period of the study 
 

than the #ocafriends hashtag which has been implemented 
during the study). 

Student Guide Much data will be gathered in detail.  
Overall data points: 
How many undertook the guide? 
How many viewed the guide?  
How many stated they made changes to their 
engagement because of the guide? 

Quantitative 
and 
Qualitative 

This information and data will gather key and targeted 
information relating to how students currently interact with our 
social resources, their current preference and feedback and will 
also trigger student uptake of other resources where their 
engagement is being monitored during the study through 
different data sources. 

At the end 
of the 
study as 
part of its 
evaluation.  

Blog post How many students viewed the blog post? 
How many commented? 

  At the end 
of the 
study, 
prior as 
part of its 
evaluation. 

 

From this table, it is clear to see that the statistical data drilled down from the website will not be particularly illuminating in terms of uptake, 
unless there were to be a clear surge. However, direct information from the students themselves via the guide will be the most reliable 
measure of the success of the study and intervention. 

 

3. Interaction with students via social resources & the launch of a blog to contextualize the study 

My remaining methods for implementing the intervention are through publishing a blog to announce the resource, toprovide a context 
and argument for its inception alongside minimal supporting, guiding and cheerleading student uptake on various media. This element of 
‘human support’ may emerge as a key element necessary for student uptake, so as part of my evaluations of the study I will need to 
discuss whether the presence of people who can guide and encourage students in effective use of social platforms whilst they are in use is 
of intrinsic importance. It should be noted that this ‘cheerleading’ will be mostly undertaken on external platforms where there aren’t 



currently clear mechanisms similar to the ‘forum support’ tutors in place from tutors or staff members and this may bias my study towards 
an increase in engagement on off-site platforms. 

Ensuring willing participants 
By releasing the guide via a blog article which establishes an argument and context for the study, the student uptake is entirely voluntary 
and based on a desire to get more involved and engaged with the community. This ensures that the participants involved are willing 
however, this could also bias the results of the study where the feedback received from students is only from those who want to be more 
engaged. The guide will also be emailed out as an invitation to get involved to students within the visual communications area. Once 
again, as taking the guide is not mandatory it is likely that those who do are the more pro-active students on the site so it’s important that 
in my evaluations I represent the findings and feedback from the study as from the voice of the students who are keen to engender 
community already or who have been swayed by the blog post which promotes why social engagement is important. There should be a 
number of questions within the guide which offer opportunity for students to feedback on how involved they would like to be with 
different platforms and the opportunity for individualized feedback and commentary to enable students who are currently not content 
with the current offer to be able to voice their concerns. It troubles me somewhat, that there is a limit to how far-reaching the guide can 
be, in that the core of respondents will beactively engaged participants in the community already, who may not benefit as much from 
some of the introductory information within the guide, however I will try to tailor the guide so that it can be far-reaching and offer 
information to students who are both ‘naturalised’ into the social community and those who are new and tentative. 

Because the study isvoluntary, it is hard for me to estimate how many students will be involved. With 1500 students logging into the site 
daily and the guide being emailed to 100+ students, the potential for the guide to be used by many students is high, however from 
anecdotal discussion with staff, I foresee that the uptake may be much lower than either of these numbers.  

 

 

 

 



Methodology Rationale - Summary 

My action research methodologies cover a four-part approach; 

 

 PLANNING PHASE 
1. Review current offer and data collect 

1(a) Use this research to define key areas for encouraging student social engagement 
 

 

  
ACTING PHASE 

3.Perform interventions (announce guide and study on blog / ensure there is a feeling of support when students do engage online through there being 
part of and encouraging a presence 

 
 

 

 OBSERVING PHASE 
4. Collect data, implement any slight changes acceptable to improve study. 

 

 

 REFLECTING PHASE 
5. Propose recommendations 

 

 

 

These four stages represent the action research cycle of planning, acting, observing and reflectingand so encompass a full study cycle.  Whilst 
some of the data I retrieve relating to platforms we have introduced recently or during the study will be difficult to analyse meaningfully 
without having historical data to establish a ‘normal student uptake,’ I believe that the mixture of data sources I am collecting from and 
especially through feedback directly from students should offer someuseful insight and through its combination, minimize the possibility of 
bias. The aim of my study is not to establish clear and defined approaches but instead to understand our current offer better and to look into 
the possibilities for future implementations and offer a very basic study structure which incorporates statistical data as a template for future 
studies where the use of similar statistics may be beneficial and can be improved upon. 



AR 5 – study implementation 

Review of current social media resources at OCA 

For this review I will be looking at some predominant spaces for social interaction available to students both on and off the main OCA website. 
This review will contain an overview of these facilities from my own explorations, a summary of information obtained from the student 
satisfaction survey 2015 and a charted comparison of my understanding of what we offer at OCA against Muntean’s ‘gamification’ framework. 
My findings from these three activities will form the full review and determine the information I put in the guide and blog post.  

 

REVIEW PART 1 – EXPLORATORY FINDINGS 

I took some time to navigate and map the main resources for the OCA student community online. These resources are vast and so it is 
important to note that my review is not definitive and instead covers a mapping of the main resources 
(appx.1.a), a review of: the ONSITE resources (appx. 1.b), the weareoca.com blog (appx 1.c) 
andstatistics for;OCA official social media channels (appx 1.d), and student-only and student-run 
facebook groups (appx 1.e-1.f). I have summarised my findings below and more detailed information 
can be found in the appendices forpart 1.  
 
(Left) OCA Social Diagram (See Appendix 1.a) 

There are three main entry points (highlighted in red on my diagram) to the official OCA domain: 
www.oca.ac.uk the public site for general information about the college, www.oca-student.com the 
student portal and www.weareoca.com a public blog working to drive both public and student traffic to 
the site through detailed blog entries concerning various elements of OCA study. In addition to these 
entry points, my map details our external channels (4.), the student only email discussions groups (5.) 

and the renegade(!) student led groups (6.) 

http://www.oca.ac.uk/
http://www.oca-student.com/
http://www.weareoca.com/


Description of Social Map contents:  
1. www.oca.ac.uk   - this site is public facing and used to publicise information about the college for recruitment 
2. www.oca-student.com - this is the main hub for accessing student material and resources, submitting and scheduling work and social 
activities. Through the ‘comms’ tab you can access the social suite which includes an online forum, webmail, google hangouts, coursemate finder 
and student profiles.  
3. We Are OCA blog This site, in the form of a blog, is both public facing and student orientated. It exists to demonstrate activities going on at the 
OCA (study visits and key events) but also to open up discussion about broader arts practice in a manner that is linked to the activities at the OCA. 
It is a mixture of a public promotional blog, news hub and discussion board. 
4. OCA social media channels we have numerous social media channels. These predominantly exist to drive traffic back to the main OCA site 
rather than as areas for social engagement. For the sake of my study I’m choosing to quickly review only the OCA Facebook Page, Twitter and 
Instagram as these seem to be the most used channels. 
5. Students-only google discussions groups These discussion groups have recently been introduced. They are intended as an email group for 
each separate course area. They are moderated by OCA office staff however tutors do not get to see their content. These groups are apparently 
popular and lively and have proven a good way of getting students to talk to each other. They have been coloured yellow on my diagram to 
demonstrate that they are a main resource for community discussion however I will not be including them in my study or guide as all students are 
automatically subscribed to these so they do not need highlighting. 
6. Student-run offsite groups There are a number of student-led groups offsite which are linked to on the OCA-student site through a forum 
sticky. These are mainly student-only and not moderated or owned by the OCA, however they are popular. The groups exist on flickr, google+ and 
facebook. For the sake of my review I am only documenting those on facebook. These groups are highlighted in yellow on appendix 1.a as they are 
a major resource for community discussion with a reach of possibly 1,000 students 
 
Having mapped the various resources and to summarise my findings; there are many opportunities for social engagement at the OCA with 
predominant areas for students to form groups and relationships both on and offsite. These social opportunities are vast and overwhelming 
expanding far beyond the ones I have included in my map, so for the sake of the study, I will be looking to promote the key areas I have 
mapped out within my guide with a particular focus on increasing subscriptions to the forums, raising the amount of followers and engaged 
users on our social media channels, routing students towards student-led groups and increasing student presence onsite alongside raising 
their understanding of the social resources embedded in our COMMS section. 



 

 

Appendix’s 1.d& 1.e: graphs documenting data for official OCA social media audiences and student-run social groups. 

 

 

 

REVIEW PART 2 – Student Satisfactory Survey 2015 

The student survey was published in February of this year by the Open College Of Arts Student Association (OCASA) and is available online 
through the OCASA website.  

The first interesting thing to note about this survey is that response from students within my own area of teaching (visual communications) 
was very low and of the 348 responses OCASA received, only 26 students in the Visual Communications area responded.  

http://www.ocasa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/2015-report.pdf


The survey reports that since the last questionnaire in 2013, students consider there’s been an “improvement in the sense of community” (p.4, 
OCASA 2015) and that it is now “easier to connect with other students” (p.11) citing a migration to facebook for this purpose, however 
feedback from specific course areas still reports a lack of connectivity between students (specifically raised in Creative Writing (p.25), Textiles 
(p.35) and Visual Communications (p47) ). Students are also generally of the opinion that through interacting with other students “the 
resulting enhancement to their learning is limited” having said this, the survey notes that ofthose who do engage with other students more 
regularly, 59% believe this makes their learning more effective. The report summarises its review of the community with the following 
paragraph: 
“For most arts degrees, discussion and interaction between students is an important part of their learning process, but, for OCA students to 

experience their community in this way, they want added 
academic value to their communication, with critique 
regularly mentioned. The forums were not rated highly as 
a mechanism for this. The College should look at other 
methods, for instance those used by some tutors of third 
year students.“(p.4)Left: Appendix 2 – Q.30, OCASA student 

survey 
 
The survey summary goes on to talk about study visits, 
which remain popular though more visibility for visits 
available on the website is desired as well as better 
representation of study visits for all course areas with 
some suggestions that there could be more local study 

visits organised. 

A final point of the survey summary also notes that not enough students know about the Student Association and its activities.  

There are a number of interesting points brought up in the body of the report, including students’ desire to be able to share their work more 
easily through the site, no correlation found between student satisfaction and their engagement with the community (p.21) and some very 
strong feelings about a lack of community and resources on parr with other courses for students studying on Creative Writing and Music (p27, 
p39).  



The 102 students in the Fine Art area seem particularly vocal about the forums finding them “ ‘not lively, not inclusive,’'a private club', 
'unwelcoming'” (p.32) and the lack of ability to share images on the site was also brought up by more than one course area alongside 
recommendations that more should be made of the OCA Pinterest and Instagram in lieu of oca-student.com picture hosting as these social 
channels are “largely unacknowledged in the site” p.33).  

Throughout the report there are mentions of Facebook being a very useful resource to engage community, with the Photography area stating 
that these groups are “in some cases, more supportive” alongside 
a statement that 34% of respondents in this course area use the 
online forums and 46% use the Facebook group. In contrast, the 
Visual Communications respondents seem to use Facebook less 
than any other area and no other means of communication 
more. (p.47). The photography area also reported that “There 
was a general feeling that the forums do not function as intended 
and a general desire to see them improving [sic]” (p.44). 

As part of my review I have drawn up a table of suggestions given 
by students during the survey which can be viewed in full in 
appendix 2.b (left)Generally the survey suggestions do not 
broadly relate to social engagement but where they do or their 
suggestions overlap with elements which could be added to the 
guide I have included direct quotes from the survey alongside 
commentary on how these can shape the guide.  

In summary, I have drawn from the survey’s suggestions the 
following key elements for inclusion in the guide:  

1. The guide should be mindful of a focus that is inclusive of all courses and not focussed on those within the visual arts 
2. Look to include the guide in the student handbook so that it can be used as an ongoing resource 
3. Consider the inclusion of a videoed element within the guide 



4. The guide should look to promote Pinterest and Instagram (particularly instagram for the opportunity to share student work) 
5. Suggestions in the guide can be made to encourage students to form their own geographical study groups and  
visits. This may benefit students in more isolated areas who cannot attend official study visits. 
6. Encourage subscriptions to the critical study area within the guide 
7. Encourage the use of google hangouts (make suggestions for its purpose?) 
8. Promote the idea of ‘following’ our social networks so that site content  (specifically weareoca.com ) can be brought more ambiently to their attention. 
9. Encourage the use of offsite community forums and link directly to the forum post which lists these student-led communities. 
10.  Link to OCASA in the guide.  

 

 

 

 

REVIEW PART 3 – Gamification models 

As the final part of my review and in order to bring in a more critical theory to this study I stated an 
intention to look into a model of gamification, namely using Muntean’s proposed gamification 
elements (p326. Muntean, 2001) to compare and contrast this to the provision at the OCA.  

(Left: Appendix 3 – Comparison table between Muntean’s framework and OCA resources) 
 
To summarise my findings I feel there are elements that can be looked at to include in future updates 
of the OCA website and course materials but there are minimal opportunities within the current set 
up to include gamification and certainly not within the remit of the guide. This review has been useful 
in terms of finding at a future structure for gamification and to see that there are certainly elements 



of comparison in the OCA offer especially in terms of students being able to see a clear progress throughout their course but there’s little that 
can be implemented in the short term. 

 

 

 

There are two elements I’d like to be considered for future implementation which have arisen from this review:  

1. More ‘at a glance’ visualisation of of student progress on the course. Tutors and ‘active participants’ are highlighted on the forums, but having elements such as 
courses being studied, their current progress and course achievements on their profiles and where a particular student is up to or how long they have been a 
member of the community could be very useful for students to align themselves with each other and seek the support of more knowledgeable students.  

2. Greater automation of student submission / reminders for their submissions / visibility of the student submission via a feed? Eg. “Joe Bloggs has submitted his 
first assignment!” so that students can see when others are submitting work at a similar time and pair up etc. This would enable students to also have a better 
constant feedback dialogue with a site that is clearly monitoring and flagging their progress. If this were particularly savvy it could even include the three key 
areas or suggested reading extracted from a student’s report (however I am aware this idea is quite far fetched).  

A note on signatures 

One consideration that was borne out of the review of Muntean’s gamification elements was the use of signatures in student profiles. 
Muntean’s study describes the use of a customisable profile and avatar which sets a student up and individualises and defines 
presence in the game world (p326, Muntean, 2011). I compared the OCA profile and found that the closest elements to this were via 
the use of a profile picture and the option of a signature. I have fond memories as a young adult first encountering forums and 
‘individualising’ my profile through the signature box to display an animated gif, picture or a personal quote. I’ve also used the html 
capabilities in a signature box previously to display a graphic ticker, which documented my progress of something; be it a health and 
fitness goal, a fundraising chart or a countdown to an event. As part of this study I looked into whether we could promote the use of a 
visual signature that helped students to define themselves on the forums and their main profile page. Currently html is turned off for 
the signature and there is a limit on the amount of characters you can place in the signature, however I spoke to Paul Vincent (head of 



technology and media) and he seemed happy to edit this to allow for a simple ticker in the future. I was unable to get this set up for 
the guide however I would be pleased to see this implemented as I think students would take to it, especially those who use the 
forums. Ideally the html or signature would be generated through a series of buttons rather than students having to generate code 
with the resulting tracker looking something like this: 

 

The idea would be that each course might have their own colour designated to them and the progress bar would fill up as and when 
they completed an assignment. A course could then be seen as ‘achieved’ once the progress bar was full. Ideally the progress bar 
would make explicit which part of the course a student was studying on and how many parts to go. 
 

SUMMARY OF ALL THREE REVIEWS 

These reviews have been essential in helping me to get a better sense of the current offer at OCA and how this compares to other models as 
well as how the students feel about their opportunity to engage in the community prior to my own intervention. I have now gathered some 
metrics to help measure the success of my own implementations and established key areas to focus the guide on. I have also taken on board 
the suggestions that students have already made and looked at how the guide could in small part, respond to the needs of our students.  

It seems pertinent at this point to return the four key questions I set after my literature review to see how far I have come to answering these: 

5. Are the general perceptions of the OCA students the same or similar to Salmon’s and Kirk’s findings?  
I have begun to look into student perceptions via the OCASA student survey and will continue to gain more insight about this through 
the results of my own questionnaire, which is included in the guide. So far, it would seem that OCA’s students seem in qualitative terms, 
to be a little happier with the opportunities they have to ask questions and receive feedback than Kirk’s study students, they have a 
similar desire for face-to-face opportunities and also a mixed response to our own discussion boards. On review of the student survey, 
our own students also remark about issues of clarity from their tutors (and in particular regarding a disparity between tutor feedback and 



assessment). I will compare more thoroughly the findings of my own study with Salmon’s once I have gathered the data for this. 
 

6. Will offsite interaction be more popular for students than onsite? (and how can this be measured.)   
The OCASA student survey has suggested that students find it easier to access our community since the previous study and cite 
facebook as a reason for this so there are some early indications that this may be the case for our students too.  
 

7. Can a brief intervention increase student engagement by 5% in a short space of time?  
This will be answered at the end of the full study. 
 

8. In what way could gamification be incorporated into the current student offer?  
My gamification explorations have now mostly been concluded through the comparative review and I have made some very basic 
suggestions for implementing some of this into the OCA course. It could be that the format or platform I use to generate the guide will 
also incorporate some very basic gamification elements too (progress through guide/responsive feedback/quiz-like context etc).  

This summary completes part 1 of my action study:“Review of current offer and initial Data Collection” and sees this report progress to part 2 
“Implementation of Guide / Questionnaire and performing interventions”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Implementing the Guide 

After exploring and testing a number of forms including Surveymonkey, Googleforms and Qzzr, I settled on using Typeform. As it is very 
responsive, slick and allows you to easily add in various media alongside your questions.  

Whilst developing my ideas for the tone of the form I deliberated between making this purely a questionnaire or something a little more 
towards gamification or attention grabbing like‘clickbait’through the use of a personality type quiz eg. ‘what kind of social networker are you?’ 
This may have attracted more participants but the mechanisms for generating this type of quiz and making it a meaningful learning outcome 
were too complex and it felt a crude or manipulative way to entice people to use the form. Instead, I felt that the guide should be offered as 
an interactive resource so that those taking part would not just be whimsically involved with giving feedback but instead would choose to 
work through this to enable social support for their studies and general wellbeing.  

The questions for the guide were developed in response to my own initial literature enquiry and further reviews of the OCA facilities, the 
OCASA student survey and Muntean’s gamification model. The guide was broken down into eight main parts : 

1. Introduction – this included an initial disclaimer relating to the ethics of the questionnaire and the data collection as well as an introductory video presented by 
myself describing how best to use the guide.  

2. Setting up the student profile – covering the importance of a profile picture, linking to a learning log, finding other student profiles and learning logs, linking to 
external social media profiles on their student bio, including a biographic description and adding a signature which describes how far along on the course they 
might be so that this is visible to others. 

3. Making connections with other students – focussing on where and how to best to make introductions, general etiquette, searching for other students via tutor 
group or location and where to share images or have discussions.  

4. Keeping up to date with the OCA – this included links to our social channels, introductions to the pinterest boards and the opportunity to become a student 
‘pinner’ 

5. Getting involved in the forums – this part specifically pushed using subscriptions to keep up to date with threads or course areas and encouraged getting 
involved in the crticial studies areas, specifically the student critique space. 

6. Meet-ups and Hangouts – Covering three opportunities to be more personally involved ; study visits, organising local meet-ups and online hangouts. 
7. Further resources and opportunities – this covered tools for aggregating student blogs into one web browser page, further advice on netiquette and a link to the 

OCASA website.  
8. Any questions, rating and Submission – this part finalised the guide and offered students the opportunity to give their own feedback and rating.  



To market the guide, I chose a two-part approach for launching it by introducing the guide’s context via a blog post which then invited 
students to undertake the guide via a link at the end. The guide and blog post were also announced on Twitter, Facebook, through the 
weekender newsletter and directly to Vis Comms students through mass email. I also encouraged my own tutorial group to take part via 
email and asked the administrators of the main facebook student groups to post about the guide too. The full blog post and form can be 
viewed currently via this link or is available as appendices 4a. and 4b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://opencollegearts.typeform.com/to/h5ykjo


Summary of results from the guide 

“(I) can only stress how much benefit I have gained from engaging with other students over the last few months.” 

Anonymous student comment taken from the guide 

 

In total, during the study period 55 students took part in the guide. This number feels low and so the data retrieved could not be considered 
extremely robust or indicative of the full cohort so my summary will pull out only the interesting data and discuss the study more qualitatively. 
The full results can be viewed in appendix 4.b. 

The general response from those who took the guide was positive and I received a number of useful comments and suggestions about how 
students feeland what more students would like fromthe 
social element of their studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

As participation was voluntary, the group of students who took part are perhaps in nature 
more pro-actively engaged and looking to increase their social engagement, so a bias 
should be recognized here. However,there was still a clear response demonstrating a 
desire for further social engagement with a huge 91% of those surveyed demonstrating 



they already do/ would be interested to / or as a result of the study are now keen to use external social channels to connect with other 
students. 

The demographic of the students taking part showed 30% of students studying photography, 27% from textiles and 12% from Vis Comms 
courses as the top three groups to participate. These three groups therefore may be considered the most ‘reachable’ communities or flagship 
student-led groups that we could observe the interaction of or trial new initiatives with to then pass on as good practice. 

As stated earlier, I reached out to key facebook groups to help share the guide with a broader audience as there were only 11 participants 
within the first week clicking through from the blog and the direct emails which then increased to 55 shortly after sharing with the facebook 
groups. I believe that it is not a coincidence therefore that respondents to the guide were largely from photography and textiles groups and 
Vis Comms. I would suggest that this potentially positions the larger facebook groups as core and central spaces where students can find each 
other and interact and the comments from a number of students (see pages 96-98) reinforce that these are useful resources. My suggestion 
to OCA would be to encourage and highlight the use of these groups and perhaps trial 
areas where we can use these platforms more officially to better unite our students. 

Before I go on to answer the key questions I was hoping to answer through the study, I 
shall list some key information borne from the study statistics below : 

- Up to70% of those taking the guide viewed the accompanying video, suggesting this may be a 
popular mode of delivering information 

- stats relating to whether the guide raise the number of profile pictures, links to blogs and 
signatures being used were inconclusive 

- 76% of students surveyed keep an online log or a body work online with a further 11% intending to 
do this 

- 100% of participants disagreed with the statement ‘I do not feel the need to look at other 
(students’) blogs’ 

- 82% of participating students had introduced themselves in the forums 
- One third of students surveyed could not find anyone in their area using the location map and I 

received multiple comments relating to students from far-away places, overseas or isolated areas 
of the UK desire more support for social connections and better consideration 



- 58% of those surveyed didnot know about the coursemates directory prior to the guide, suggesting we have some way to go to make these facilities more 
apparent  

- Since its release, there have been over 50 tweets made using the #ocafriends hashtag with a small number of students using this to regularly share their work. 
- Since its introduction, there have been 91 posts to instagram using the hashtag #ocafriends and 245 posts to #weareoca 

- Of the 4 official external social media channels, Facebook remains hands-down the argest  audience at over 14k, however instagram and pinterest 

are markedly increasing with our Instagram audience growing by 25% from May-July and Pinterest growing 11% Due to their visual bias I 

would predict that these channels will continue to grow at a faster rate: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

“I have built a cohort with whom I can discuss ideas and trust and my studies would have so much more difficult without 
that feedback and support..” 

An anonymous student comment taken from the guide 
 

I have now compared the results of my study to the conclusions from Gilly Salmon’s 2015 report ‘The Space for social media in structured online 
learning most pertinent’ and Dr Rachel Kirk’s 2008 conference paper ‘Communicating learning: Evaluating the learning experience of distance 
learning students’.There are no glaring differences of opinions for the OCA students I surveyed. Based on my own study findings, our OCA 
students specifically seem to have a similar desire for face-to-face opportunities, a mixed response to official discussion boards, some 
apprehensions about the potential for procrastination and time wasting on unofficial channels and reservations around the blurring of 
boundaries between professional, social and educational worlds. There does seem to be a preference for students to use external social 
media platforms for social media peer-to-peer interactions, particularly Facebook and some emerging but rather rapid uptake of more visual 
social media recently (perhaps due to these external sites supporting picture sharing more seamlessly). Some students also requested more 
filters for the coursemates search to be able to find further common values or to search via age. Students also broadly commented on the use 
of social media for reflective and critical purposes and overall valued highly their opportunities for connecting with the OCA community. 

The results from my own study were fairly inconclusive in terms of quantitative proof of increasing student social media engagement by 5% 
during the study period. With only 55 students taking part and the web statistics being tied more to students logged in at any particular time 
rather than a static number, it was hard to find a way to meaningfully record an increase. However, there was a 25% increase in the use of 
instagram, 11% rise in followers to Pinterest and 50 posts made using the the new #ocafriends hashtag on twitter and 91 on Instagram and a 
further 245 using #weareoca. These increases may only in part, be down to my study but they shown a healthy upward increase in the uptake 
of social media particularly on Twitter and Instagram with hashtags to help find each other now in regular use.  

My own review into the use of gamification within education found that this would need to be implemented over a longer period of time and 
it is my own opinion that this would be a useful strategy to encourage further social engagement. In particular I’d like students to have better 
visibility of their own progress so they can see a timeline of educational achievements on the course and benefit from being able to see 



progression and this is something I have discovered the web team are currently working on and will launch soon.  My preference would be to 
also make a digest of each student’s location on the course visible to coursemates and the community through a tag or ticker style progress 
bar so that students can at a glance, see where other students are up to for peers to establish those who may be doing the same assignments 
or further ahead and therefore able to support and advise through a buddy or mentor system.  

Overall, my study has given me a great insight into the current structure and resources available to the students at the OCA. It is clear that 
some of these resources are lost in the overwhelming array of offerings we have and some core community spaces could be better 
highlighted, in particular I think, the facebook, instagram and twitter and Pinterest groups. A number of students who worked through the 
guide were very grateful to discover new resources and ways of connecting with other students and commenting that they wished they had 
had this guide at the start of their course. In terms of teaching approaches, I believe more interactive guides that students can work through 
would be a good step to help enable student’s independent study and perhaps this could be included in a ‘gamification’ strategy.  

My hypothesis at the start of the study was that the perceptions of students at the OCA would be similar to studies I researched during my 
literature review and this seems to largely be the case. I had hoped for an increase of 5% for both online and offsite social engagement and 
whilst my statistics do not prove this I think anecdotally on some platforms this has been easily achieved. 

Through my study I have uncovered some lively and engaged communities on Facebook with the students who administrate and lead these 
communities demonstrating through their willingness to discuss, share and support my study; an active interest in growing these groups and 
continuing to make these a valuable and progressive educational peer resources.  

I feel that as tutors and staff at the OCA we should give credit to the students who have put the effort in to lead social groups and would 
suggest that we create a channel of communication with these leaders, not to ‘patrol’ these groups but instead to offer our support and look 
to receive feedback. My recommendation would be to link these channels up with OCASA perhaps creating points of contacts between 
OCASA reps for different study areas and the group administrators, scheduling specific times of the year for discussion amongst all parties. 
 
To properly aid student social engagement’s increase, I feel strongly that this will need the support of tutors, staff and more established or 
settled students. I believe encouraging students and staff to become ‘animators’ of social media groups as well as the forums would be a 
good opportunity for these areas to grow. Currently, we have ‘pinners’ on Pinterest who are both staff and students and unofficial 
administrators on facebook, and paid animateurs for critical debate in our onsite forums. However, some way of officiating roles on other 
social media would perhaps allow for a more structured approach that could give these groups more focus and purpose. 
 



A quote from Kirk’s 2008 report has stuck with me throughout this study and so I will finish on this note. She writes: 

“The attitudes and motivations (and resources) of the staff involved are key to the extent to which interactive potential is achieved.” (p.6 Kirk, 
2008) 

I would largely agree with this. I initiated this study for my teaching qualification, to make space and time to explore the OCA facilities 
beyond the basic areas which I have grown familiar. Allowing myself this additional time to delve further has been exponentially valuable and 
I feel better equipped now to support my students, signpost and inform their studies. I am certain that if more tutors were to get involved in 
the sharing of best practice, via the blog, the forums, face-to-face or online or to engage with students and colleagues on social media we 
could establish a valuable, thriving and rewarding community for all, that would result in a better quality of education. However I am not 
naïve to the limitations of time tutors have and the lack of recompense for this. In order to engage tutors more in the community, a value 
perception would need to be established for tutors and staff in the same way my guide sought to do this for students. Currently funding or 
monetary recompense is limited, however my final recommendation would be to address how we might encourage a better tutor community, 
as this will surely have a knock-on effect for the whole college. During informal discussion with other members of staff I suggested that, with 
disparate locations, low pay, job insecurity and fewer perks than those permanently employed within the sector, it may be that online 
distance tutors have lower engagement and are as isolated, if not more so than students. And so an investment in a vision for a more 
cohesive community of tutors and staff could be a rewarding approach for the college.  

Were I to undertake further research, my focus would be to establish a similar study for tutors to review the issues surrounding online 
distance teamwork and set up a better structure for thisin order to continue to enhance personal/professional development and wellbeing for 
all those involved in our community.  
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Appendices part 1 -Exploratory Findings 
 
 

Appendix 1.a – social diagram 

 



Appendix 1.b -  Review of ONSITE (OCA-Student.com) resources 

www.oca-student-resources Overview Comments Suggestions 

a. COMMS section The comms section encompasses links to google 
hangouts, the forums, news & updates, staff 
profiles and coursemate profiles 

It took me until this study to realize that if 
you hit on the ‘comms’ tab without 
choosing a subcategory you will arrive at a 
feed page of activity aggregated from 
hangouts and recent comments in the 
forum. 

This page could be an essential hub to see at a 
glance activity on the site. Could feeds to offsite 
activity (especially anything visual) be 
incorporated? 

b. Coursemates Finder The coursemates finder allows you to search other 
student profiles to find those on your course or 
further afield.  

This is a great directory to start finding 
other students. However, the friending 
system is very limited and essentially just a 
bookmarker of other students w with no 
apparent way to see any friend activity. 
You also can’t send a message directly 
alongside ‘adding someone’. The 
coursemates list often has a lot of blank 
profiles on it – I think because the overall 
list favours new students at the top.  

Could the coursemates listing favour students 
who are active and have profile pictures so the 
people most engaged in the site would be 
easiest to connect to and the website looks more 
lively?  
Ideally, a student who links to their blog could 
also have a feed of the blog on their profile (or if 
not a full feed, a feed of images from recent 
posts). 

b.(2). Location map The location map allows students to search for 
others within their area 

This is a great tool, but without 
suggestions for what to do with the 
information – links to lead on or set 
something up, the onus is on the student 
to make contact  

Ideally something more could be made of this – 
some way of event tagging in a regional map? 
Some invitation style options – for instance a 
way of notifying a group or linking to an 
individualized forum group. 

b.(3) Tutor profile Tutor profiles are easy to access to get an insight 
into a tutor and see who else studies with them 

Like the location map, this is a useful 
resource to find people who have 
something in common with each other 

Some accessible collective space or 
encouragement to form a group of students 
sorted by tutor group might be useful /an option 
to consider. 

b (4.) Learning Logs Learning logs are how students document their 
work for submission. These can be private or 
public.  

If a student chooses to share this content it 
becomes a very powerful sharing resource 
for other students. However logs are not 
held centrally and can be made on any 
blog platform and so there isn’t any easy 
updatable aggregation of this other than 
the directory. The directory seems to have 
been easily overlooked so instead, 
students share their blogs on the forum on 

If blogs were more visible, other students may 
feel more involved in the workings of the 
community. This could be achieved via some 
form of aggregator. Some centrally stored space 
for all blogs would be ideal. (students should still 
have the choice about what they make private 
and public so that they feel comfortable with 
what they do and don’t share). 



a post which is pinned (or stickied) to the 
top of the thread list.  

c. Hangouts Hangouts can be either video/audio or text based 
and simply are an opportunity for students to 
interact via a live messaging space.  

It seems some areas have started to 
schedule group hangouts run by tutors. 
This could be very valuable if tutors have 
time to do this as the uptake for these 
events might be higher if they have a 
structure and organization.  

More guidance for students on different ways of 
using hangouts/ how to set up and propose a 
hangout so that other students have a clear idea 
of what this might entail . Key questions or 
session plan style sytem for students to use as a 
template ? 

d. Forums The forums offer peer, tutor and staff support and 
a place to discuss any subject. There are forums 
for subject area, location area, critical studies and 
general chat. 

The forums are an excellent resource 
however the uptake feels low and often 
the discussion is slow. Students seem to 
generally prefer to go offsite to talk. 
Unlike many forums, there is no 
autosubscription so if you post in a thread 
unless you manually subscribe you get no 
notification if there is a reply or further 
discussion. 

Encourage more students to subscribe? Push for 
more students to become reps in the forum? 
More staffing? Deploy further gamification? 
Make more of the upvoting system? 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1.c – review of OCA blog 

Weareoca resources Comments Suggestions 

Promotional Blog The blog functions well to promote the college.   

News Hub The blog is often used to announce or review study 
trips and other key news, you can also use the tabs 
along the top to look back through posts via subject 
area.  

 



Discussion via comments Both the general public and students can comment on 
any blog article. Most blog posts have a small flurry of 
activity below them with people discussing their 
feelings about the main points, however the weareoca 
blog is standalone, it does not connect up to student 
profiles so those commenting have to be logged in via 
a word press account or other sign-on method.  

Could there be more connection between the weareoca blog 
comments and students profiles? Perhaps this would be a useful 
function for tutors to have at least so that if they publish a post it 
connects up to their public profile. Should students also have a 
public profile?  

External links The blog has subtle icons which link up to our other 
social media channels.  

It would be great to make more of these external links so that 
they are visible on all three sites and students can see the activity 
going on elsewhere. In particular the instagram where student 
work is being showcased – could there be a small visual feed for 
this on the OCA blog?  

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1.d – Statistics for OCA official social media channels 



 

 
 

 

 



OCA external social media channels Comments Suggestions 

OCA Facebook Page 
 

The Facebook page is regularly updated and ties up to the OCA 
blog with other vital announcements posted. It is not incredibly 
student focused in terms of getting them to interact however is 
useful for announcing events and porting students back to the site 
as well as advertising the college to the public. There are currently 
14,866 likes for this page(17.05.2016). 

The events facility could be a great resource for sharing local 
and national events that students might like to get involved 
in. It would be good to connect this page up more with other 
social media outlets. Is there a way to highlight the informal 
facebook groups here too?   

OCA Twitter The twitter page functions in a similar manner to the facebook 
page  and announces posts on the we are oca blog, with some small 
news demonstrating OCA’s presence at events. There are currently 
1,125followers(17.05.2016). 

Could a hashtag be implemented to help students find each 
other on twitter and for OCA to find student work here too?  

OCA Instagram The Instagram OCA page is a great visual presence for the college 
with hashtag #weareoca functioning well to enable students to tag 
their own work for highlighting on the OCA main instagram page. 
There are currently 170 followers (17.05.2016). 

Could a hashtag for friend finding be added for this too? Can 
we integrate the instagram into the student site? A push to 
make this more popular could be very useful for students 
using instagram to ambiently start to build up a community. 

OCA Pinterest The OCA Pinterest is not currently linked to the weareoca.com 
blog, however this is a valuable resource for students to be able to 
find a slurry of new designers and artists and follow other students 
boards relating to the same study areas. Students can also become 
official ‘pinners’for the OCA. There are currently 823 followers 
(17.05.2016). 

More highlighting of the OCA Pinterest. Can a link be added 
on the main site as currently you can only find out about the 
pinterest through the forums I believe.  

 
 

 

Appendix 1.e – Statistics of OCA student-only or student-run groups 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2. OCASA student survey, Question 30 



 

(p.12. OCASA, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2.b – Review and commentary of suggestions from OCASA student survey 2015 



Recommendations / Comments Can the guide help? 
“To give CW students more opportunity to interact, share and meet and to help build the ‘community’, further 
efforts must be made to ensure that the Student Association support CW students. The promised on-line sessions 
must be delivered in some form. The FaceBook page could be built on as a ‘community’, but further ways of 
encouraging sharing of work and ideas should be considered.”  (P.29) 

Not explicitly – but guide should be mindful of those 
students not studying in visual arts and where they 
can be supported / support each other. OCA should 
investigate this further as a pointed issue. 

“More video resources looking at good examples of assessment submission. Better search facility on the student 
site to make assessment advice, and videos easier to find. The introduction of the new Student Handbook is warmly 
welcomed and it hoped that it will help address some of these difficulties.” 

 

Not explicitly – the guide can be added to the 
handbook and perhaps the use of an introductory 
video for the guide might be appreciated / place it in 
context / feel more welcoming. 

“Students would like to help develop the reading lists as a dynamic resource.” 

 
This is a great idea! Whilst not within the remit of 
the guide, I thought it was pertinent enough to 
include in this appendix for record.  

“An article in weareoca on the Pinterest boards and Instagram feed would introduce more people to these highly 
visual resources.” 

Yes, these areas should be highlighted and linked to 
in the guide. 

“Technical issues prevented a 'gallery' function being implemented when the student site was redesigned, but OCA 
could explore if Pinterest and/or Instagram could be harnessed to provide visual content within the student site. At 
present these resources are largely unacknowledged in the site.” 

 

The guide should also promote the #weareoca 
hashtag for sharing OCA work on both twitter and 
instagram.  

“There are still a lot of students who do not feel that there has been a relevant study visit which they could access. 
Some students requested that study visits be videoed, not realising that photography is not allowed where works 
have been borrowed for an exhibition.Students should put forward galleries or exhibitions in their area which they 
think wouldbe suitable for a study visit.” 

Perhaps students who do not live areas where study 
visits are run (as not tutor local or not enough 
demand), but do have access building up their own 
study groups could be encouraged to run their 
student-led group study visits?  

Building visual critical analysis skills is a difficulty. Students comment on not feeling 
confident about joining in forum discussions, not understanding language in tutor reports and not having access to 
critiques. Although many share work on Facebook, the response is'one sided positive and supportive'. The attempts 
to add life to the critique forums on thestudent site are acknowledged but students are requesting live critiques 
using googlehangouts. 

The use of the forums should still be encouraged – 
forum subscription to the critical study area in 
particular. For those who do not feel comfortable 
having their work critiqued or to critique others 
‘lurking’ should be encouraged with a mind they do 
this until they feel better equipped to get involved. 
(lurking as a gateway to involvement). Guide can 
also encourage students to use hangouts. 

The student website continues to attract criticism for being hard to navigate, with key resources difficult to locate. 
Even so the proportion of students rating it and its associated tools as good enough increased from 59% to 66%. 
This may reflect the additional resources such as Google hangouts, and also the fact that the previous website was 
replaced only shortly before the 2013 survey. Suggestion: Closer integration with WeAreOCA site 

The weareoca site is quite standalone in terms of its 
integration with the main student site. More 
attention can be drawn to the weareoca site if 
students follow the twitter or official facebook page 
as this will alert students to new content on the 



 blog. The guide can encourage the following of 
these resources in the interim.  

OCA should put more effort into developing vibrant Facebook communities 

 
I feel that it might be unlikely that the OCA will 
actively invest in boosting the facebook 
communities however the guide can highlight the 
use of these and I’d like to pilot some tutor 
engagement with these to see if this inreases uptake 
or more structured use and put forward the 
argument that these are potent elements of our 
community.  

Views on OCASA are mixed with some seeing us as air cover for “the management” and others appreciating our 

activities. Many are not really aware of our role and what we can/do and can’t/don’t achieve.OCASA needs to 
communicate its activities more effectively 
 

 

OCASA can be pointed to in the guide.  

 

 
 

Appendix 3 – Muntean’s proposed elements compared to provision at OCA 

Muntean’s proposed elements : OCA comparison: 
‘Any student needs an account where they can edit their personal profile, in game 
mechanics known as avatar and customize it according to their preferences. They select 
Preferences and courses followed and passed, thus focusing on positive the positive results). They 
can belong to groups and have access to an activity feed where 
Notifications, news and updates are received.’ 

All students have access to an account, which includes a social profile – an avatar, an 
introduction and some customisation.  
 
We do not currently have an ability to demonstrate what courses students are currently 
studied or their current progress or groups they are part of – could this be implemented 
through a simple ticker style html badge?[Edit: 13

th
 June 2016 – I have investigated this and 

the web team think this could be implemented fairly simply, however not in time for the 
release of the guide] 

The course is divided into main chapters or sections. By applying the cascading information 
principle, we divide the course into smallest bits of coherent content. The content should be 
synthetic, but should offer link to more detailed information (links, graphics etc.). Each piece of 
content should be followed by exercises and an evaluation step. By doing the exercises at the end of 

Courses on vis com are divided into chapters – the handbook is not cascading and the online 
version only shows the assignments and not the exercises they should complete for each 
task. The evaluation step is embedded but not highlighted, as this should be on going and 
reflective through their log. 



each section the student accumulates points. At the end of each chapter the student advances a 
level, this being a valuable achievement. This has a direct effect on his status. A relative positioning 
between his peer can be presented in a leaderboard but also top scores. 
 

 
There is no system in place for a leaderboard or a document of achievement across each 
course could something be implemented and would this be fair / motivating / stressful for 
our learner types? 

They must be constantly offered feedback and be informed of their progression within the course, 
for this it is important to use progression bars 
 

Students are given periodic feedback. Constant feedback is not economically viable but 
could be achieved through peer support or technology.  

Offer the ability to create periodical physical or virtual appointments or curfews and deadlines in 
order to motivate them to return periodically to the application. 

All students set their own deadlines for work – these are chased up by support staff when the 
student becomes very overdue and some staff may chase students up in the interim. There’s 
potential to automate this further. 

The system should be made as social as possible (Farzan and Brusilovsky, 2005) in order to simulate 
the familiar environment of a classroom and a classroom community. This is important for 
achievers that need recognition from peer but also to motivate students through peer pressure or 
comparison with other students 

There are many mechnisms in place for social interaction but very few of them are structured 
to work alongside their studies. Other than via the big long list of blogs and the coursemates 
finder, it is very hard to see at a glance other students studying on the course and whether 
they are just starting out, finished, active and social or very distant workers. 

For accomplishing difficult tasks or exercises the students receive special bonuses 
 

There is nothing automated for this and other than via tutorial feedback no rewards in place. 
We could push blog of the week? 
Is there potential to pay students to become participants? 

The system should compensate students not only for their academic achievements but also for 
proper behaviour and social engagement like helping peers, commenting, and adding value to the 
application etc. by offering badges. 
 

There are ‘participant’ and ‘active participant badges associated with the forums but I don’t 
believe any others for after they progress beyond active participant.  

Offer the possibility to convert points or badges into virtual goods or even get discounts for the 
tuition fees. Students will engage more with the application and will be motivated to earn more 
points in order to benefit from these advantages. 
 

As there is no points system in place this is not possible. 

While advancing within the course the student should be informed of the next step so as to know 
what to expect. Anticipation is a strong motivator which can get users excited and engage for a 
longer period of time and maintain the flow of learning 
 

This is covered, certainly on graphics and illustration in terms of the report template 
structure. 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 4.a – OCA Blog article 

 

Making the most of the OCA community 
by Beth Dawson • 16 June 2016 • 5 Comments 

Share and subscribe! 

10 
SHARES 

Facebook 
Twitter 

Subscribe 
 
 
A little while ago, I was showing a prospective student around the bricks-and-mortar university where I also work. After a short tour, I drew back the 
curtains of the photography suite to reveal; two brightly coloured legs peeping out from a large day-glo Papier-mâché head of a monster. As we looked 

http://weareoca.com/author/beth-dawson/
http://weareoca.com/education/finding-your-own-place-within-the-oca-community/#comments
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://weareoca.com/education/finding-your-own-place-within-the-oca-community/
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://weareoca.com/education/finding-your-own-place-within-the-oca-community/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Making%20the%20most%20of%20the%20OCA%20community&url=http://weareoca.com/education/finding-your-own-place-within-the-oca-community/&via=opencollegearts
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Making%20the%20most%20of%20the%20OCA%20community&url=http://weareoca.com/education/finding-your-own-place-within-the-oca-community/&via=opencollegearts


down we saw the beast seemed to be giving birth to a celluloid doll complete with (what I remember as) an umbilical cord of sausages. 
At the time, the prospective student’s eyes bulged in disbelief but when he looked around studio, he found not a single eyelid being bat. “Welcome to art 
school” I remember declaring, as we moved on. 
 
This incident triggers many of my own memories of being a bewildered art student: of having my eyes opened to this other strange but exciting world and 
where the colours really came on for me. 
 
On my first day as a student, I got lost in corridors which smelt of burnt wood and had a rather stark induction into the difference between still life and life 
drawing where the bowls of fruit I had imagined drawing, were replaced by something rather more..meat and two veg. 
 
During my studies I became used to seeing various and less official states of undress, obscure items re-fashioned into everyday collegewear and learnt a 
lot about the unwritten rules we live by and the fun you can have breaking them. I also made some of my best friends and although not as outgoing as 
others, I enjoyedbeing surrounded by people embracing individuality and a freedom of expression who helped me become comfortable with doing my own 
thing. 
I’m older now and not sure I would be so excited by the day-to-day japes I witnessed if I were returning to education at my age. However, there is much to 
be said about the social experience of your education, of sharing and belonging and being part of nurturing an environment where we are all comfortable to 
express freely, experiment, try out new versions of ourselves, to discuss our work and develop ourselves – whether this is via wearing giant monster suits, 
through creating more subtle work… or just simply sharing an opinion. 
 
vast



 
 
So how do we do this at the OCA? Where, and how do we improve? How can we celebrate, support and connect with our community more? And how do 
we get to enjoy the exciting, playful and interesting work that many of you are doing? Is this a worthwhile pursuit, or do you feel the social element of 
sharing and interacting with other students could be a distraction from getting your head down and on with your work? 
From my own perspective like all things, it’s a balance and sometimes I need the time to be left to it and to just get on, whilst at others I could do with 
sharing the journey and gaining an insight from those who have discovered, are discovering and will discover similar things to me. Being able to discuss 
ideas with people at all stages of their learning helps me to understand what I have learnt, what I am learning and what I could learn and shows me the role 
I can play in supporting others. Your tutor, whilst invaluable, is only one part of your potential supportive learning team and the richer and more diverse you 
make this, the more return you will see. 
 
At the OCA, our main way of connecting with each other is online which can feel more distant to meeting up face-to-face. But, if you’re a modern-day-
human embracing social media, then how much of your social life is conducted and organised online now anyway? Whilst there’s plenty of debate to be 



had about whether this way of communicating is more beneficial, there’s no denying its popularity. With forums, discussion groups, hangouts and the 
coursemate finder all embedded into the student site (without even detailing our presence on other platforms!) the opportunities for connecting online at the 
OCA are vast. 

 
 
It has been found that Social networking amongst online distance learners can : 
 
– Enhance learning and academic achievement 
– Help you to find your way around course materials through peer sharing and support 
– Engage community through collective knowledge sharing and social interactionheighten your self-esteem (and in turn boost your learning performance) 
–  Improve your reflective practice 
 
 
Other research has also reported that online engagement can overcome “some of the perceived isolation of distance learning” with an added benefit of 
working with students from a range of countries and cultures being that it can broaden experience…perhaps even offer you future travelling opportunities 
too? 
 
However, with so many students at the OCA studying at different stages of their life, in a variety of subjects and for many reasons, your social agenda and 
needs will not all be the same. For those who do want to network, some will prefer to engage offsite on more familiar platforms you’re already regularly 
checking in on and others will want to keep things aligned to your studies within the main student site. The good news is that OCA is set up to do both and 
using one, the other or combined resources can all be complimentary to your studies. With on average, just short of 1,500 students logging in to their 
student accounts everyday, there’s no shortage of other people to connect to either. 

 
 

 
There are study visits and local student-led gatherings throughout the year and google hangouts for those who are too far away or unable to take 
advantage of meeting up face-to-face. These are real and genuine opportunities to forge friendships and bonds with other students and reading back 
through some of the comments left on the weareoca blog by students who have attended these study visits, it’s clear these are meaningful and memorable 
experiences too. 
The OCA is developing the facilities it offers students for networking. With the recent introduction of course-group google discussion emails and an official 
OCA instagram to highlight the work of our students as well as the hashtags #ocafriends and #weareoca to help students find each other and share their 
work more easily on instagram and twitter, the team is actively looking to improve. 
However, there are big changes, which aren’t technological which we can all make to improve the community. Encouraging an ethos amongst everyone at 
the OCA to welcome, pro-actively seek out and engage more with each other and be interested in other students’ work will make all the difference and 
where the OCA team can help here is offer information to signpost and support facilities so you know where to find these and how to make the most of 

http://www.gillysalmon.com/uploads/5/0/1/3/50133443/spaceforsocialmedia.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/chrisgarbett09.pdf


using them. 
So to move things forward and as part of some research I’ve been doing for my own teaching practice, I’ve put together some information aimed at helping 
OCA students to explore our varied community further. It’s in the form of a step-by-step guide containing suggestions and links to areas within the site you 
might not fully understand the potential of or discovered yet and which should set you up to become more involved. There are also questions to answer 
along the way which will give us some feedback. 
 

 
There are 28 simple steps to work through. I would love you to take time to complete the guide, let me know your thoughts and if you haven’t 
already, start to build up your own learning and friendship groups to work towards making your online studies not just about a qualification but 
also a memorable and fond experience that will set you for a long and fruitful life within the broader creative community. 
Here are six tips taken from the guide, read it in full for further details and more: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Show your face! – it’s one simple thing, but having a distinctive profile picture will make you more approachable and memorable around the site. 
Also: update your bio to detail: how far along on your course you are, interests others might have in common and expressly welcome people to get 
in touch and find you on other parts of the internet. 

2. Follow our channels – Follow us on the platforms you already use online so our news can come to you, comment and become familiar with others 
who engage too. (There’s a green zone on the front page containing links to all our channels) 

3. Subscribe to a forum – it’s very easy to forget about the forums if you don’t actively subscribe for responses and it takes a single click to turn on 
and off. Make sure you’re following at least some threads in your subject area’s forum and click to directly subscribe to the critique forum for giving 

and receiving feedback. 
4. Share your work! – link to your work in your profile, follow and encourage others who do the same through comments. Tweet and instagram work 

or blog using the #ocafriends and #weareoca hashtag, and share it for critique in our forums. 

https://opencollegearts.typeform.com/to/h5ykjo
https://opencollegearts.typeform.com/to/h5ykjo
http://www.oca.ac.uk/
http://www.oca-student.com/forum/129
http://www.oca-student.com/forum
https://www.instagram.com/opencollegearts/


 

5. Make Friends – Strong communities and relationships are forged through people showing interest in other people: Introduce yourself in the forum, 
on the #ocafriends hashtag on twitter, and through the coursemates finder and make the effort to welcome others, Join a student-led group on a 
different media platform. 

6. Meet-Up – If you can’t attend a study visit, then organise your own or sign up to a student meet in the geographical group forum – There’s a big 
long list of degree shows happening throughout June that might provide a local opportunity for you here. 

 
Access and work through the full guide here to see how engaged you already are and where you can get more involved. 
 
For an animated guide to the rules of netiquette click here. 

 

COMMENTS: Here are the web statistics for the blog post, in summary 334 people have viewed the blog post:

 

Appendix 4.b – OCA social guide and results 

The Guide can be viewed in full here where you can access all interactive elements, including a video introduction to the guide itself. This appendix is a 

summary of the questions and the results. 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/ocafriends?src=hash
http://www.oca-student.com/content/big-list-oca-social-media-sites
http://www.oca-student.com/forum/3702
http://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/graduate-shows-2016-270516
https://opencollegearts.typeform.com/to/h5ykjo
http://www.oca-student.com/content/getting-grips-netiquette


 COMMENTS: 

The OCASA student survey had a number of 
suggestions that students would like more videos 
included in their resources. It seemed appropriate to 
include an introductory video to promote a sense of 
familiarity.  

 

Of the 283 unique visits to the guide and 55 responses 
(19.43%): 
 
39 people viewed the video (13% of total viewers, 
potentially 70.9% of respondents?). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANTS: 

 

 

Photography 17 

Textiles 15 

COMMENTS: 

There were 55 responses to the guide with the top 
respondents in correlation with the largest courses 
except for Vis Comms who were third top respondents; 
this higher proportion will likely be to do with my own 
promotion of the guide to tutees and other tutors.  

Response feels on the low side, considering the push 
made to promote this across media channels, so a 
discussion about how we capture more of our audience 
could be pertinent. 



Unknown 8 

Vis Comms 7 

Drawing 2 

Moving image 2 

Fine Art 1 

Art History 1 

Creative Arts 1 

Creative Writing 1 

 

TOTAL: 55 

 

 

 

 
From promotion of the blog on facebook, twitter and 
through the newsletter we had 12 respondents. It was 
mailed out directly to Vis Comms’ 106 students, with 
exactly half opening the email and only 11 clicking 
through. 
 
I pushed the guide further by contacting the admins of 
all the major student led facebook groups and this 
raised the responses to 55. 



  

 

 

DID THE GUIDE INCREASE USE OF PROFILE 
PICTURES? 
 
The web statistics for profile pictures before and after 
the release of the guide did not seem to draw any 
conclusions at all with the data for all students logged in 
within 90 days showing that across the full cohort 539 
students had profile pictures to begin with, rising to 545 
in June and then back down to 541 by July. 10 students 
stated they had added a profile picture as a result of the 
guide, however it would seem that because statistics for 
the site are based on logins over the past x amount of 
days, that it is hard to get a static insight so this method 
for gauging uptake is not valid and would need to be 
explored further as a measure for future studies.   



 

  
DID THE GUIDE INCREASE LINKS TO BLOGS? : 

Once again, the statistics for this drew no clear 
conclusions and a better metric would need to be used 
in the future. Between 10th June and 4th July, students 
must have logged in less to the site and therefore the 
number of those with links to their blog in their profile 
decreased from 503 to 489. 

 

 

 

Once again 10 students said that they added a link to 



 

 

 

 

their learning log as a result of the guide. It is also 
interesting to note that the majority of respondents 
also choose to keep their work online.  

0 students who used the guide said that they didn’t 

feel the need to look at other student’s work and 

blogs suggesting that the overall majority feel they 

could benefit from this access. Only a handful of 

students suggested they would prefer not to 

comment and the rest were already commenting or 

willing to make an effort to do this in the future.  



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

A massive 82% of participants said they were 

already, had added or would use signature in their 

profile to make more visible their progress on the 

course.  



 

 

 

 



 82% of participants have introduced themselves in 

the forums. 



 

 

 

 

The majority of students did not seem to know 

about this feature and said they would use it in the 

future with only 5% saying they would not.  



 

 

 

 

A third of participants could not find people in their 

area demonstrating the spread of locations we have 

at OCA. For these students online interaction needs 

to feel just as valuable as meet-ups and we should 

be mindful of encouraging the quality of this. 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
A large proportion of participants do not use twitter so 
more could be done to encourage this uptake or to find 
those students who do. HOWEVER : 
 

Since its release, there have been over 50 tweets made 
using the #ocafriends hashtag with a small number of 
students using this to regularly share their work. 

 

SO it would seem that those using twitter are already 
following the main OCA page and have discovered the 
hashtag through this or via newsletters. 

 

A follow up question about sharing blogs via twitter 
seem to suggest that a small number of those who 
don’t tweet may take to twitter in the future to share 
their logs. 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
COMMENTS: 
Since its introduction, there have been 91 posts to 
instagram using the hashtag #ocafriends and 245 posts 
to #weareoca 



 

 

The majority of participants seem to embrace the idea of 
using offsite resources to communicate with each other, 
however this statistic is skewed as the uptake to the 
guide was mainly fuelled by sharing it with the facebook 
groups.  
 
 
I did not record the data for all major student-led facebook 
groups until midway through when I realized the Vis 
Comms area response would be too low to discover 
anything significant. Therefore I only have the data for the 
Vis Comms facebook group which was at 61 users at the 
beginning of the study. This has now increased to 74 and 
anecdotally, the members appear to becoming a lot more 
active (in the most part, due to a push from new admins). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

I took statistics relating to the social media 

audiences on our main official channels. Of the 4 

main channels, Facebook remains hands-down the 

most dominant audience, however instagram and 

pinterest are markedly increasing with our 

Instagram audience growing by 25% from May-July 

and Pinterest growing 11% now with just under 

1,000 followers. Due to their visual bias I would 

predict that these channels will continue to grow at 

a faster rate.  

 

 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 



  



 It’s important to note that I mistakenly did not offer 

options to the guide to say ‘I have already met up 

with other students’ until quite late on in the study. 



 

  

  



 

  



 



 

 

  



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Please see the next table for a full breakdown of the comments left. 

 

 

 

 

These comments were very useful and mainly 

served the purpose to help to edit and alter the 

guide or reinforce key opinions clearly.  

All comments will be passed on to the OCA team. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“Really useful site. Would have liked a final page listing all the links - 
something I could stick on my wall or bookmark for quick reference. 
 
This is my 4th module and there were some useful things which I should 
already have known but didn't. 
 
Just one small thing on the first page. It says to hit ENTER but it's actually 
the 'start' button that you hit.” 

 

“I wish I had been sent something like this in a joining e-mail 2 years ago! 
The Google based forums are a completed nightmare with my existing 
Google accounts. I have them all connected but I am now locked out of my 
own albums more often than not. I have ongoing password issues, it has 
been nothing but trouble. I really wish they were standalone - sorry. The IT 
team have been very helpful but it keeps happening... :(“ 
 

“I'm close to the end of the BA course and this would have been so helpful 
earlier - so thanks for doing it. One or two of the questions I was hesitant 
over, just wondering what to do about them, so some caution on the 
collation I would say. I have organised artist talks, weekend study events, 
helped to organise local group meet-ups and am active on several fora. 
What I would say is in doing so I have built a cohort with whom I can 
discuss ideas and trust and my studies would have so much more difficult 
without that feedback and support. Don't be fooled into thinking that 
students at an earlier stage than yourself have less to offer, their voice is 
quite often as nuanced as those at a later stage of study - one of the true 
benefits of study at the OCA is that most students have already had a 'life'.” 

 

“I find the student forums unfriendly and it's irritating getting so many 
notifications when you sign up. I have found Facebook groups friendly and 
supportive and a good way to obtain an honest critique. Finding friends in 
my area on the map was good as I have been able to meet other students 
and also study visits have been friendly and fun. When I started the course I 
found myself study buddies at the same stage of the course which have 
been a good way to help and support each other. I think connection with 
people in the same county or part of the country and study visits are a good 
way to get to know people. Facebook has been the best way to get to know 
students from here and abroad and to get advice from those specialising in 
particular areas such as natural dyeing and weaving. Personally I find the 
forums unfriendly and other students have also found this. I love Instagram 
but find a couple of students have taken over the textiles page and would 
like to see more variety of work. I don't think Twitter works for textiles but 
Pinterest is popular.” 

 

“It would be very helpful for overseas students if study visits could be 
recorded and posted online.” 
 

“Some of your questions don't allow sensible answers for people who 
effectively don't have a particular option.” 

 

“That is already very helpful thank you”  



 
 

“make the link to this more dominant, tell tutors to remind students to do 
it” 
 

“I live in Australia.  A number of suggestions just don't work for me. Even 
something like hookups - I tried, but others don't use headphones and the 
delayed feedback is awful. 
Just the way it is �” 

 

“I would be thrilled to see more students interact as a result of this guide. 
Perhaps this guide can be included in the HE - with a mentioning of the 
importance of interaction.” 
 

“Since I'm a very young person I would like in the future an age filter to be 
incorporated as a search tool in order to know people of my same age. 
Thank you.” 

 

“Only, that when I try to access the Study Day link it didn't work (I've tried 
before too) and it takes you directly to the main OCA page.” 

 

 

“After a rather bad experience with a fellow student who is clearly not right 
I prefer to work alone thanks. I would rather not interact directly in future.” 
 

“I think this is very useful, however we must be mindful of the distractions 
social media can cause.  I need to limit my use sometimes, or else I won't 
get any course work done.” 
 

“This is really comprehensive thank you. 
Some of your questions only relate to online blogs. If you don't have an 
online blog you just have to put a wrong answer to ad a e the 
questionnaire. “ 

 

“There's a typo in your link in question 6a "weoca" instead of "weareoca"  
:-)” 

 

“Subject groups on Facebook” 

“Study visit in east of England as I don't work and can't afford train fares “ 
 

“Use your course email cohort group.” 
 

“I can't think of anything else at the moment but can only stress how much 
benefit I have gained from engaging with other students over the last few 
months. “ 

“I do still find it hard to keep in touch with other students especially 
because of the different way of working (jobs)” 



 

“collaborations and how to set them up” 
 

Nothing comes to mind right now.  However, this is a useful exercise so 
thank you. 

 

“Really useful guide.  It's not the same as being in a physical building 
together but the suggestions do help connections between students. Thank 
you” 

 

 “I think It is great to see that OCA is expanding to multiple social media 
channels and encouraging students to do so. Thanks for putting this 
together.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


