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Structured Abstract:

Purpose

Current drivers in higher education have led to the questioning of traditional placement support methods.  Within many programmes, students undertaking practice-based learning experience structured, one-to-one support from an academic in the placement location.  With the financial and environmental implications of this practice, the potential for using video-based communications as a replacement for face-to-face dialogue was explored.

Design

Three phases of an Action Research cycle were undertaken; working with students to explore the logistics of implementation, fitness for purpose of the medium and fundamental differences between video and face-to-face dialogue.  

Findings

The results from the three phases demonstrated the complexity of video-based communications for placement support.  In conclusion, widespread implementation of this medium requires greater consideration and understanding of a wide range of theoretical stand points, and an emphasis on the principles of individualised learning.  However, the tensions between individual learning need and mass-delivered curriculum are recognised.  

Value

Requests for practical guidance on the implementation of this technology in this context, have directed the development of guidelines underpinned by the findings from this study.   Whilst undertaken primarily within Physiotherapy, placement-based learning is common to a wide range of subjects.  In addition, with increases in international student numbers, support from a distance may necessitate the use of video-based communications.  The developed guidelines are not prescriptive, but aim to provide a starting point for both the uninitiated and those moving from personal use of technology to application in academia.    
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Background and rationale
Current economic and environmental drivers are increasingly influencing policy and planning in higher education Browne, 2010()
.  In many higher education programmes including those in health, practice-based learning forms a significant part of the curriculum, with consequently, high demands placed on support and guidance systems.  Presently, many students experience placement support through face-to-face visits with academic tutors in the placement environment University of Brighton, 2009/10(; Northumbria University, 2008/9)
.  However, whilst the support of placement-based students is advocated by governing and professional bodies 
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(Royal College of Nursing, 2002; Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, 2003)
, the efficacy of the face-to-face nature of this support lacks an evidence base Neill and Mulholland, 2003()
.  

Whilst practice placement guidance documents recommend face-to-face placement visits for quality control Turner, 2005()
, enhancements to student learning via this approach remain unsupported Wallace et al., 2009()
.  Both Burns and Patterson 2005()
 and Martin 2005()
 discuss the value of clinical visits in; focusing the learning experience, balancing the needs of the students with those of the service and patients, and offering an opportunity for seeking clarification or information. Whilst acknowledging the influence of tutor insights and knowledge on the student placement experience, Burns and Patterson leave the face-to-face nature of clinical visits largely unexplored. Hence, though the importance of the tutor in facilitating relationships is not in question, the methods by which this is achieved are.  

In response to concerns over the financial viability of face-to-face clinical visits,  the author initiated research exploring the potential for using video-based communications, as an alternative for practice-based students.  In order to investigate the potential for an experience equitable to face-to-face support, for key stakeholders, three phases of action research were undertaken (see figure 1).  Initially, a feasibility pilot project sought to assess the practicalities of undertaking support in this manner.  However, the need for more comprehensive exploration of this topic quickly became clear and resulted in the decision to undertake further phases of action research.  

Reason and Bradbury 2001 pg. 1()
 describe action research as, “…a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing… seeking to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions…”.  

This methodology has been successfully used in similar practice areas to this study,  Henderson et al., 2007()
 where action research has been advocated as a method of exploring experiences through collaborative critical reflection, thereby empowering participants to take action in order to achieve agreed upon goals.  As this study aimed to change practice, involvement of, and “buy in” by stakeholders was essential.  In addition, participant perceptions were felt to be vital in establishing a legitimate alternative to face-to-face visits, without compromising the quality of student experience and support.  
Phase one of this study approached the subject from a realist ontological perspective, assuming a common reality for students experiencing practice-based support.  Early findings, however, highlighted the individuality of the student experience and led to an increasing shift towards the relativist perspective; later phases of study seeking to explore the assumptions underpinning practice-placement support and communication.  Figure 1 aims to outline how the initial pilot phase of study progressed from feasibility evaluation on to deeper exploration of the nature of mid-placement support and investigation of the difference between face-to-face and video-mediated dialogue.
Overall, results have demonstrated the complexity of individual learning need and technological implementation, and have highlighted the tensions between the ideal of “bespoke” learning and the reality of “on mass” provision.  The use of video-based communications for individual student support is also subject to complex and wide ranging theoretical influences which are out with the scope of this article to discuss. However, the need for compromise in meeting the financial and environmental needs of Higher Education institutions is recognised.  Thus, this project has concluded with the creation of initial guidelines for the implementation and practice of video-based student support. Developed from the key lessons learnt from each phase of study, these guidelines aim to provide practical guidance to users of video-based communications technologies and to provoke thought when planning for change.  The guidelines outline key areas for consideration prior to implementation, and provide guidance on specific practice activities that may maximise the potential of video communications in this role.  The results from individual stages have been written in detail in a series of published papers (Taylor, 2009; 2011; 2012).  This paper will guide the reader to understand the development of practice guidelines arising from the findings of each phase of study.  

Locally, these guidelines have been used to focus discussions around underpinning educational principles and the student experience of support via video link.  In addition, debate has been initiated regarding the wider implications of video-based communications:  Practices such as long distance interviewing or participation in oversees academic misconduct proceedings, have been questioned in terms of their fairness and equity to face-to-face experiences.  Recommendations for video-communications skills training have been made in response to the findings of this study and the resulting guidelines.  
Literature review
Literature specifically exploring the use of video communications for the support of individual, placement-based students is limited.  Whilst studies comparing efficacy of video and classroom delivered teaching have demonstrated equity in student performance between the two media, Bednar, 2007(; Bertsch, 2007)
, more detailed analysis of the reasons behind this is lacking.  Without exploration of underlying principles, it is difficult to consider extrapolation of these findings to individual student support.  In addition, classroom delivery of curriculum differs in pedagogy from that which underpins individual student support Osborne et al., 2007()
.  Therefore, whilst research into video-based curricular delivery can underpin further exploration, it is not felt to provide a sufficiently similar context to be used to predict outcomes.  

Literature is, however, available that explores the role of video-based communications in supporting distance learning Abbot et al., 1993()
.  Distance learning pedagogy tends to focus upon the  delivery of curriculum content, supported via online or written tools/materials (The Open University, 2013).  In this, distance learning differs from the purpose of placement support; that looks to facilitate student development in a practical environment, to guide learning development individual to the student, encourage reflection and enable advocacy for arising issues (Taylor, 2012).  However, the principles of engaging individual students across distance Marton et al., 1993()
 may offer sufficient similarities as to be useful for informing the application of video communications in the context of placement learning.    Surprisingly though, little literature has been found that directs the practice of supporting students in this manner.  Therefore, there is little to guide the uninitiated in planning for implementation or developing their practice.
In a study into two-way video communication between academic staff and classroom-based, student teachers, Hager 2011()
 highlights potential benefits of “real time” support for arising issues.  Whilst a small study (n=5) Hager’s findings suggest addressing issues at the time rather than reflecting upon these later, to be important to the student experience.  This supports anecdotal evidence that students prefer timely intervention in arising placement orientated issues.  However, variability of learning and coping strategies between individuals is recognised, as is the movement of learning in this context, beyond mere “instruction” Mortimore, 1999()
.   This questions whether lessons learnt from literature involving classroom delivery via video link can truly be used to underpin practice of student support via this medium.  In addition, the emphasis on the individual suggests limitations of a “one-size fits all” approach to the implementation of technologies as a whole.
Andragogy emphasises the importance of individual and self-directed responsibility for learning in higher education Knowles, 1980()
.  This approach is based upon an ideal, and whilst it reflects many of the skills that undergraduate students aspire to, it negates the impact of personal variables such as age, experience and confidence.  In underpinning many placement support systems, andragogy risks a generalised approach to what is felt should be an individual experience.  In considering the nature of learning construction Dewitt, 1999()
 within practice-based learning, the impact of the social context  and the resultant effects on the wider experience can also be recognised 
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(Reed et al., 2010; Cope et al., 2000)
. Thus, placement support methods that focus upon the achievement of learning objectives may omit consideration of the wider learning needs and opportunities of the placement environment.  The introduction of technology into this context further complicates the picture, and will necessitate consideration the ability of the medium to facilitate these wider needs.  

Investigations into computer-mediated-communications (CMC) have demonstrated the link between participants’ satisfaction with non-direct communications methods and perceptions of social presence Chih-Hsiung, 2002(; Hackman and Walker, 1990)
.  These studies use Short et al’s (1976, pg. 65) definition of social presence as, “the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships”.  The emphasis placed on interpersonal relationships suggests an important link between perceived relationships within communications, and overall satisfaction with the experience.  
Thus, the role of the academic tutor in developing communicative relationships becomes more prominent.  Bednar 2007()
 suggests effective video-based communications offer more challenges than face-to-face dialogue and when considering the vast number of factors affecting communication, social presence and clarity of dialogue, it is unsurprising.  However, with diverse student cohorts and increasing economical drivers, a dialogue facilitator’s skills and the quality of the technological link, become pivotal in enabling an experience equitable to face-to-face support.  
Within literature, there appears to be little to help the individual considering using this medium in this context.  Interest in guidance for practice, along with recognition of the need for cultural shift in many organisations Pratt, 2008()
  necessitates more structure in the implementation of non-direct support methods than an ad-hoc, evidence-lacking approach. 
Methodology

In working to inform the practice of video-based support for placement-based students, this study has been constructed to look past an objective measure of impact or the simplistic nature of evidence-based practice (EBP).  Traditionally evidence-based practice (EBP) has been grounded in the quantitative methodologies and, can, therefore, be criticised as failing to acknowledge the importance of social and emotional aspects (Greenhalgh, 2012).   Moreira et al 2006()
 outline a framework for clinical guideline development that incorporates aspects of theory, evidence base, experiential knowledge, political acuity and implementation planning.   Whilst the guidelines from this study are not clinical in nature, the use of a systematic developmental structure has been helpful in ensuring consideration of relevant areas.  Building upon the Moreira et al framework, these guidelines have:

· Explored wider theories that have facilitated a greater understanding of the impact of technology on individuals within an educational and supportive context.

· Incorporated evidence/results from the phases of study.

· Drawn on the experiential knowledge of students, clinical educators and academic staff in order to establish early “ground rules” for practice.

· Built on political drivers

· And planned for implementation in the form of a structured, logical approach to guidelines. 
As such, the guidelines have developed from practical use, practical experience and participant involvement based upon a sound understanding of a wide range of theoretical underpinnings.   The phases of study have highlighted a wide range of issues influencing interrelationships within the context of placement support.  The role of individual need in shaping and directing supportive dialogue has become clear.  The product of this research is not aimed to be prescriptive but to be used as a tool for encouraging thought and reflection in planning for practice.  Primarily aimed at guiding the uninitiated, the nature of social versus formal application of technology suggests these guidelines may also be of interest to those moving from personal to academic application. 
This Action Research project was undertaken in a number of developmental phases following the principles of cooperative enquiry;  responding to and developing as a result of the findings at each stage Reason and Bradbury, 2006()
.  Initially planned as a small scale feasibility pilot project (Figure 1 – Phase 1), the author was quickly overwhelmed by the number of variables (including student confidence, personality, relationship with educator etc…) and complexities of the context.  This “mess” of influencing factors pointed to the need for a research methodology that could exploit this complexity.  Cook 2009()
 discusses the tolerance of “mess” as a function of action research and  being pivotal to the development of much greater understanding, therefore, this was the methodology chosen for Phase 2 and 3 (Figure 1 – Phase 2 and 3). 
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Phase 1   Pilot project  –   logistics and feasibility   Participants : n=12   Format : Mid - placement,  tri - p artite meeting  involving student,  educator and academic,  via video link: aim to  develop student learning  and providing support   Data collection :  Q uestionnaire and focus   group; evaluating the  experience, the  feasibility and logistical  issues   Data analysis : Thematic  analysis of both  questionnaire and focus  group data      

Phase 2   Establishing the role  –   survey based study   Participants : Physiotherapy  BSc  students (n=52, Year 2; n= 48,  Year 3)   Data collection : Questionnaires  (n=42 year 2; n=13 year 3  responses).  Qualitative and  quantitative data collection  focusing on perceptions of  purpose, value  and content of  placement visits   Focus group (n=9).  The mes  developed from questionnaire  results; clarification of responses  a nd exploration behind reasoning   Data analysis : Questionnaires  entered into Excel for descriptive  statistics and qualitative data  subject to manual thematic  analysis   Focus group content t ranscribed  and subjected to thematic analysis  

Phase 3   Comparison of communications  media   Participants : Year 3  Ph ysiotherapy BSc  students (n= 8 ); Year 3  Occupational Therapy  BSc Students   (n=2)   Format :  Paired conversations via video and  face - to - face  regarding placement issues  –   random order   Data collection : Transcripts of conversations   Online questionnaire relating to perceptions  of the differences between the two media   Focus group   Data analysis :  Transcripts analysed for  frequency of interruptions, sh ort and long  pauses with video and face - to - face dialogue  compared using correlation statistics    Questionnaire data  e ntered onto Excel  spreadsh eet for descriptive statistics.   Questionnaire  data subject ed   to manual  thematic analysis to generate key themes fo r  focus group discussion .    Focus group   content transcribed and  subjected to  thematic analysis .      

Development of initial guidelines for the implementation of video - based support for distant students  

Figure 1: Flow diagram  –   phases of study  contributing to the overall project aim  –   “ To explore   the fitness for purpose of video - based  communications as a medium for supporting practice - based  students”  



Following Phase 1 (P1), further phases of study aimed to address identified issues in a progressive manner (see figure 1), utilising the perceptions of students as key stakeholders to plan for change.  
Whilst alternative qualitative methodologies such as grounded theory or narrative could have provided opportunities to explore student perceptions and experiences, action research was felt to offer greater opportunity for working with students as partners Robson, 2011()
.  This approach to research facilitated collaborative, problem-solving in order to develop suggestions for practice which were student-centred but realistic.  
Results and Discussion

Findings to date have led to a far greater understanding of the complexities of implementing new technologies in education and the impact of wide ranging theoretical bases, from psychology to social presence theory. This study has demonstrated difficulties in ensuring success with the medium due to the uniqueness of each student’s experience.  However, through dialogue with participants, it became clear that lessons learnt could be summarised in guideline form in order to maximise the potential for the medium to fulfil its role and to identify appropriate situations for use.  The guidelines are not intended as a definitive protocol for practice but to evoke reflection in those considering application of video-based communications. The following outlines key findings from each phase of study and their relevance to the development of the guidelines so that the reader can understand the origins of each guideline section.  . 
Phase 1 (P1)
P1 aimed to evaluate the feasibility and logistics involved in supporting students via video link; updating and building upon earlier work by Colins et al 1999()
 and Abbott et al 1993()
.   Results demonstrated considerable logistical complications and limitations of the technology affecting the quality of communications.  However, the practice of support via video link was well received by participants (Taylor, 2009).
It is often assumed that infrastructure exists to support technological innovation.  However, this phase of study clearly identified the limitations in infrastructure currently present within the health care environment.  Issues relating to firewalls, security and connections made using Skype or video conferencing complex.  In addition, contemporary mobile solutions are often negated due to Wi-Fi or 3G network access limitations in some environments.  As such, proper investigation of infrastructure and access is felt to be an essential component of any implementation planning and thus is featured in the first section of Implementation Guidelines  Table 1 highlights the key findings from P1 and their link to guideline sections.  

[image: image2.emf]Table 1:   Key findings from p hase 1 of this study relating to corresponding  guidelines sections.     Abbreviations:    Implementation Guidelines section  –   IG (n)         Practice Guidelines   section  –   PG (n)  

  Key findings    Guidelines  section  

Different organisations  use different video communications networks  (IP or ISDN).  Issues with compatibility may require a third party to  establish connections.    IG( 4,7,8 )  

Equipment availability and a requirement for training may limit  application.  IG( 5,7,12 )  

Signal quality va ries affecting clarity and delivery of dialogue.  IG( 3,6,10 )  

Personalities and relationships between communicating parties were  felt to affect levels of perceived comfort with using the medium.    IG(11,12,6)   PG( 3,12 )  

Clinical educators expressed enthusias m and preference for the  medium as they felt it reduced time away from the wards and improved  access.   

Students identified some discomfort with the medium but not the  reasons behind this.  PG( 4,5 )  

The academic tutor identified difficulty achieving eye con tact.   PG( 5,7 )  

Concerns over distractions and confidentiality were exacerbated by  participants’ difficulties in accurately gauging a partner’s gaze.  IG( 13 )   PG( 2,7 )  

Dialogue was felt to have been altered to a more “careful” style in  order to ensure clarit y of message.  PG( 8,9 )  

Participants perceived increased care over non - verbal cues due to  concerns over misinterpretation and misunderstanding.    PG(5,6,10,   11 )  

Participants found discussing portfolios difficult without access to the  materials at both ends   of the link.  IG( 10 )  

Students identified variability in existing face - to - face clinical visits,  thus, impacting on their ability to assess whether video  communications would be as effective.  IG( 9,10 )  

Two students expressed concerns over the use of the med ium for  failing placements but could not identify why.  IG( 10 )  

 

Emerging concerns over student and educator apathy towards the mid-placement visit questioned the perceived value of the visit overall   Participants also identified inconsistency in mid-placement visit between tutors and placements.  This lack of clarity regarding the role for which video-based communications would be used hindered effective investigation into fitness for purpose.  Thus, a second phase of study was conceived that aimed to investigate student perceptions of the value, purpose and content of the mid-placement visit.

P1 also highlighted issues relating to communication effectiveness:  Students raised perceptions of discomfort with the medium and problems interpreting non-verbal communications.  In addition, problems with practical sharing of written materials when conversing via video link were illuminated.  These factors, though investigated more fully in latter phases have contributed to both implementation and practice guideline development, and directed the focus of Phase 3 (P3) of this study.   
Phase 2 (P2)
With no literature available on the subject, P2 sought to understand the role that video-mediated technologies would need to fulfil, through exploration of student experiences of placement visits (Taylor, 2012).   Participants were asked to identify key activities that they perceived to be important content for mid-placement support meetings and to indicate their perceptions of value and purpose and of changing from face-to-face, to non-direct means of contact with university staff, within practice-based learning.   Table 2 indicates key findings from this phase of study and the areas of guidelines these findings have informed.


[image: image3.emf]Table 2: Key findings from phase 2   and their relation to corresponding  guideline sections.   Abbreviations:    Implementation Guidelines section  –   IG (n)         Practice Guidelines   section  –   PG (n)  

  Key findings    Guidelines  section  

Students were uncomfortable wit h changes to existing face - to - face  placement support particularly for failing placements.  IG(2,10)  PG( 2 )  

Students were unable to identify what was different about a non - direct  means of support.   

The importance of confidence on support needs was identifie d.  IG(1,2,10,  11)         PG( 11 )  

Students stated that mid - placement contact was useful in motivating  the completion of placement paperwork.   IG( 9,10,12 )  

Participants felt that a mid - placement visit should consist of: support  for emerging issues, support fo r learning development and progression  of CPD activities.  IG( 10 )  

Students proposed a menu of options for methods of communications  but indicated that non - visual means may allow some students to “hide”  problems or concerns.   IG(2,3,6,  9,10, 11 )   PG(2,6, 11 )  

 

Participants highlighted continuing professional development (CPD), support for arising issues and learning progression as being vital components of mid-placement support.  The nature of these activities for some individuals raises the question of whether video communication is appropriate for all functions.  In the context of CPD development, a potential need for comparison of written work makes the use of video communications troublesome.  Though not insurmountable with the use of real-time document sharing software, electronic portfolios as opposed to hard copy, or pre-contact preparation, this does necessitate considerable planning prior to use and potential investment in software or connection technologies.  Thus, consideration of the purpose for which the medium needs to be used is vital in initial implementation planning (see Implementation Guidelines sections 2, 9 and 10).   

P2 also highlighted participant concerns over the use of non-direct contact methods for failing placements (where the student is at risk of failing the placement assessment).  Focus group discussions identified perceived importance of professional and personal confidence in influencing willingness to engage with alternatives to face-to-face contact.  The range of confidence levels and perceived support needs, within focus group participants, strongly highlighted the variability in student approach to support.  In addition, the effects of differing support needs on the content of mid-placement support became clear.  For example, in guiding the reflective practice of the under-confident student, the placement visit may need to focus upon discussion of skills, strengths and application to practice.  However, the overconfident student, failing to recognise their limitations and, therefore, challenges may need greater reference to written assessments or records of their practice in order to support discussions.  Thus, whilst establishing the role for which video would need to be used, consideration of individual need will strongly affect the practical application of the medium.  Consideration of individual need and impact upon purpose of communications is raised in the latter sections of the Implementation Guidelines document and more implicitly within the majority of the Practice Guideline document.  Participants of this phase also raised concerns over vulnerable students, able to “hide” arising issues via non-visual communications methods.  Supported by communications literature Esposito et al., 2001(; Harper and Shriberg, 2004)
, the importance of both verbal and non-verbal cues in clarifying meaning, suggests risk if non-verbal communications are not accessible.  Whilst non-verbal communication alters as a result of power relationships, social behavior and cultural, 
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(Moukheiber et al., 2010; Slessor et al., 2010)
, the combined availability of non-verbal and verbal cues via video link, may offer a lower risk option than audio only media such as the telephone or email.  Thus, consideration of non-verbal and verbal behaviour and “ground rules” form an important part of video support practice (see Practice Guidelines section 3).  
Phase 3

P 3 of this study focused upon identifying real and perceived differences between face-to-face and video-mediated dialogue (see table 3 for findings and resultant guideline sections) (Taylor, 2011).  

[image: image4.emf]Table 3: Key findings from phase 3   of this study relating to corresponding  guidelines sections .   Abbreviations:    Implementation Guidelines section  –   IG (n)         Practice Guidelines   section  –   PG (n)    

  Key findings    Guidelines  section  

Perceived differences in  dialogue flow between media but no statistical  difference on analysis of transcriptions (differences noted within pairs).   Continuing technological difficulties at times, mirroring those in pilot  phase.  IG( 12 )   P G ( 12 )  

IG( 4,5,6,7 )  

Participants perceived di fficulties with video communication with  regards to: maintaining eye contact, perceived increase in lengths of  pauses and interruptions, problems with interpretation of non - verbal  cues.   Considerable discomfort with the medium due to presence of own  image o n screen, awareness of own body language and perceptions of  being too focused via the medium.   Perceived increases in stress via video communications, in situations  where there was little to say, where emotions were strong or  relationships between partners  were not sound.  PG( 5 - 12 )  

IG( 12 )   PG( 3,5,6,  7,10,11,12 )  

IG( 10,11 )   PG( 2,3,13 )  

Perceived difficulties caused by the two - dimensional aspect of video  communication: “internal conflict” over appropriate behaviour via a  visual but not “real” medium: a sense o f “shared space” negatively  affected by inappropriate video set up, location, access etc…  IG( 10,11 )  PG( 5,6,7,  10,11,12 )  

Video identified as a “necessary evil”.  Non - visual means were felt to  be at risk of missing non - verbal cues of discomfort or stress.    IG( 9,10,11 )   PG( 2,3,10,   11 )  

Confidentiality anxieties led to reduced clarity of message caused by  reduced volume, difficulties interpreting indicators of cessation of  speech and problems with turn taking in dialogue.   IG(6,13)   PG(3, 5 - 1 1,13 )  

Concerns over   location and set up of equipment leading to an  increased sense of forced conversation and less relaxed dialogue  PG(1,2,5,  6,7,10,11)    

 

A mixed methods approach was taken for this phase, incorporating simulated dialogue between pairs of participants; comparing transcripts for frequency of pauses and interruptions Wicaksono, 2009()
. Follow up questionnaires and a focus group provided greater insight into perceptions of the differences between dialogues via the two differing media.  Whilst undertaking support via video link for “real” placements was felt to offer greater potential for generating insightful data, previous phases had identified common concerns over this and it was not felt to be ethical at this stage.  
Whilst participants perceived a great deal of difference between the media, quantitative transcript analysis would suggest no statistically significant difference (“p values” for data relating to occurrence of long pauses, interruptions and short pauses respectively: 0.2302, 0.2273, and 0.4987)  Analysis did, however, demonstrate alterations to dialogue within pairs, thus, reinforcing the need for consideration of the individual nature of student learning Krackov, 2011()
 and support. 

Participants also perceived a number of limitations of the medium and expressed apprehension over its ability to facilitate emotional dialogue.  Though participants were unable to identify reasons for their concerns, extensive discussions arose relating to the practical use of video communications tools.  Participants described issues such as gaze awareness, confidentiality, camera positioning and zoom percentage as having hindered their conversational exchange.  Concerns also related to discomfort with the medium, constrained physical movement and reduced non-verbal interpretation.  Kappas et al 2011()
 discuss the limitations of video-based media in meeting the emotional needs of interpersonal interaction; identifying changes in interaction as a result of video mediation and an impact upon accurate utilization of non-verbal cues.  However, Kappas et al also discuss adaptation of individuals and the development of coping strategies with exposure to the medium.  Contrary to this, phase three found the individual using Skype on a weekly basis to be the person most uncomfortable with the experience in a formal context (Taylor, 2011).  Though this article is insufficient to discuss the reasoning behind this, the results and discussions from phase 3 of this study have been used to inform aspects of the guidelines that most closely relate to the differences between social and formal use of video-based communications (see for example, practice guidance issue 1).  
The findings from phase three also support the need for further research into placement application following familiarisation with the medium, and further strengthen the argument against wide scale implementation of video-based support, on the grounds of financial and environmental viability.   

This study has progressed from an initial feasibility pilot into action research, as the emphasis has moved towards a greater understanding of technological implementation into traditionally face-to-face activities.  Whilst qualitative findings from each phase have overlapped in places, the overarching message has been one of the importance of considering individual learning need (see Figure 2) Krackov, 2011()
. Figure 2 aims to illustrate the relationships between the focus of the three phases of study.  The importance of psychology, pedagogy, communications theories and practice considerations has become clear throughout the study journey, with recognition that central to any guidance for practice, is the need for acknowledgement of the individual nature of student support needs.   

[image: image5.emf]Figure 2: Diagram representing factors affecting application of video based  communications to practice placement support                          

Phase 1   Technological issues/logistics  

Phase 2   Purpose and  role  

Phase 3   Components of  communications  

All phases   Indivi dual need  

Identify  required  activities     Accurate verbal  and non - verbal  communications  techniques  

Psychology of interaction   and pedagogical  considerations  


Guidelines have been structured to benefit a systematic, logical approach in order to direct each phase of implementation and practice.  It is hoped that the reader will be encouraged to think systematically when planning for implementation.  
Conclusion

A deeper understanding of a wide range of theoretical concepts, from communications theory to psychology of learning, has been necessary in order to understand the complexities of this subject area.  Whilst out with the scope of this article, the complexity of this study area suggests the implementation of technologies within traditionally face-to-face activities, needs to be handled with care and with acknowledgement of the individuality of student need.  It is the author’s opinion that there is risk in assuming that all students will be suitable for this form of support, with guidance and preparation.  However, with tensions between individualised learning need and “fast food” style higher education (Rolfe, 2012); compromises may need to be made.  It is hoped that an awareness of the complexities associated with video-based support for placement learning will encourage healthy debate and consideration prior to widespread role out of a financially viable approach.  

Three phases of study, investigating the potential for the use of video-based communications to support practice-placement based students, have led to the development of guidelines for practice.  These guidelines aim to direct the conception of this method of support and guide practice in order to maximise the potential of the medium.  There appears to be a plethora of individuals who show interest in the process but profess anxiety, born of inexperience, over its practical application.  Though video communications methods such as Skype are not new, the introduction of Apps such as “Face Time” have increased the availability of video calling outside of the corporate environment.  As such, the expectations of those now entering higher education are changing and institutions need to consider the changes to practice and pedagogy that will necessarily arise Jackson et al., 2011()
.  
This action research study has aimed to explore the application of video-based communications to the support of individual, practice-based students undertaking an undergraduate Physiotherapy programme. Though focused upon this group of students, the findings from the project are equally applicable to a wide range of subject and performance areas.  Whilst the developed guidelines are not designed to be conclusive, it is hoped that they will provide a structured introduction to the application of this method of support in a wide range of contexts.
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Table 1: Key findings from phase 1 of this study relating to corresponding guidelines sections.  

Abbreviations: 
Implementation Guidelines section – IG (n)





Practice Guidelines
section – PG (n)

		Key findings

		Guidelines section



		Different organisations use different video communications networks (IP or ISDN).  Issues with compatibility may require a third party to establish connections.  

		IG(4,7,8)



		Equipment availability and a requirement for training may limit application.

		IG(5,7,12)



		Signal quality varies affecting clarity and delivery of dialogue.

		IG(3,6,10)



		Personalities and relationships between communicating parties were felt to affect levels of perceived comfort with using the medium.  

		IG(11,12,6)


PG(3,12)



		Clinical educators expressed enthusiasm and preference for the medium as they felt it reduced time away from the wards and improved access.

		



		Students identified some discomfort with the medium but not the reasons behind this.

		PG(4,5)



		The academic tutor identified difficulty achieving eye contact. 

		PG(5,7)



		Concerns over distractions and confidentiality were exacerbated by participants’ difficulties in accurately gauging a partner’s gaze.

		IG(13) PG(2,7)



		Dialogue was felt to have been altered to a more “careful” style in order to ensure clarity of message.

		PG(8,9)



		Participants perceived increased care over non-verbal cues due to concerns over misinterpretation and misunderstanding.  

		PG(5,6,10, 11)



		Participants found discussing portfolios difficult without access to the materials at both ends of the link.

		IG(10)



		Students identified variability in existing face-to-face clinical visits, thus, impacting on their ability to assess whether video communications would be as effective.

		IG(9,10)



		Two students expressed concerns over the use of the medium for failing placements but could not identify why.

		IG(10)
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		Figure 2: Diagram representing factors affecting application of video based communications to practice placement support
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Table 3: Key findings from phase 3 of this study relating to corresponding guidelines sections.

Abbreviations: 
Implementation Guidelines section – IG (n)





Practice Guidelines
section – PG (n)


		Key findings

		Guidelines section



		Perceived differences in dialogue flow between media but no statistical difference on analysis of transcriptions (differences noted within pairs).


Continuing technological difficulties at times, mirroring those in pilot phase.

		IG(12) PG(12)



		

		IG(4,5,6,7)



		Participants perceived difficulties with video communication with regards to: maintaining eye contact, perceived increase in lengths of pauses and interruptions, problems with interpretation of non-verbal cues.


Considerable discomfort with the medium due to presence of own image on screen, awareness of own body language and perceptions of being too focused via the medium.


Perceived increases in stress via video communications, in situations where there was little to say, where emotions were strong or relationships between partners were not sound.

		PG(5-12)



		

		IG(12) PG(3,5,6, 7,10,11,12)



		

		IG(10,11) PG(2,3,13)



		Perceived difficulties caused by the two-dimensional aspect of video communication: “internal conflict” over appropriate behaviour via a visual but not “real” medium: a sense of “shared space” negatively affected by inappropriate video set up, location, access etc…

		IG(10,11) PG(5,6,7, 10,11,12)



		Video identified as a “necessary evil”.  Non-visual means were felt to be at risk of missing non-verbal cues of discomfort or stress.  

		IG(9,10,11) PG(2,3,10, 11)



		Confidentiality anxieties led to reduced clarity of message caused by reduced volume, difficulties interpreting indicators of cessation of speech and problems with turn taking in dialogue. 

		IG(6,13) PG(3,5-11,13)



		Concerns over location and set up of equipment leading to an increased sense of forced conversation and less relaxed dialogue

		PG(1,2,5, 6,7,10,11) 
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Table 2: Key findings from phase 2 and their relation to corresponding guideline sections.

Abbreviations: 
Implementation Guidelines section – IG (n)





Practice Guidelines
section – PG (n)


		Key findings

		Guidelines section



		Students were uncomfortable with changes to existing face-to-face placement support particularly for failing placements.

		IG(2,10) PG(2)



		Students were unable to identify what was different about a non-direct means of support.

		



		The importance of confidence on support needs was identified.

		IG(1,2,10, 11)       PG(11)



		Students stated that mid-placement contact was useful in motivating the completion of placement paperwork. 

		IG(9,10,12)



		Participants felt that a mid-placement visit should consist of: support for emerging issues, support for learning development and progression of CPD activities.

		IG(10)



		Students proposed a menu of options for methods of communications but indicated that non-visual means may allow some students to “hide” problems or concerns. 

		IG(2,3,6, 9,10,11) PG(2,6,11)






 (
Phase 1
 
Pilot project – 
logistics and feasibility
Participants
: n=12
Format
: Mid-placement, tri-
p
artite meeting involving student, educator and academic, via video link: aim to develop student learning and providing support
Data collection
: 
Q
uestionnaire and focus
 
group; evaluating the experience, the feasibility and logistical issues
Data analysis
: Thematic analysis of both questionnaire and focus group data
Phase 2
 
Establishing the role – survey based study
Participants
: Physiotherapy BSc students (n=52, Year 2; n= 48, Year 3)
Data collection
: Questionnaires (n=42 year 2; n=13 year 3 responses).  Qualitative and quantitative data collection focusing on perceptions of purpose, value 
and content of placement visits
Focus group (n=9).  Themes developed from questionnaire results; clarification of responses a
nd exploration behind reasoning
Data analysis
: Questionnaires entered into Excel for descriptive statistics and qualitative data subject to manual thematic analysis
Focus group content transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis
Phase 3
 
Comparison of communications media
Participants
: Year 3 
Ph
ysiotherapy BSc students (n=
8
); Year 3 
Occupational Therapy BSc Students
 (n=2)
Format
: 
Paired conversations via video and face-to-face regarding placement issues – random order
Data collection
: Transcripts of conversations
Online questionnaire relating to perceptions of the differences between the two media
Focus group
Data analysis
: 
Transcripts analysed for frequency of interruptions, short and long pauses with video and face-to-face dialogue compared using correlation statistics 
Questionnaire data 
e
ntered onto Excel spreadsh
eet for descriptive statistics.
Questionnaire 
data subject
ed
 to manual thematic analysis to generate key themes for focus group discussion
. 
Focus group
 content transcribed and subjected to 
thematic analysis
.  
Development of initial guidelines for the implementation of video-based support for distant students
Figure 1: Flow diagram – phases of study contributing to the overall project aim – “
To explore
 the fitness for purpose of video-based communications as a medium for supporting practice-based 
students”
)
























