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Description 

 
Background/ Context 
The health promotion module is run as part of the Masters in Public Health, EuroPubHealth and Masters 
in Dental Public Health programmes. 

Motivation & Aims 

Pedagogic strategies suggest that groups achieve more collectively than individuals, particularly through 

the process of assessment (Violet and Mansfield 2006). Whilst the objective of online learning may be to 

increase learning opportunities for distance learners, the use of technology may compound feelings of 

isolation (Dickey 2004). One suggestion is that creatively using tasks to challenge the thinking of small 

groups online may facilitate the level of ‘critical consciousness’ that Freire argues is important to develop 

students (Freire 1972:47). The role of the tutor as facilitator appears vital for online work and proactively 

creating an online community of students appears to be one factor in successful collaboration (Song et 

al 2004).  An additional factor appears to be finding ways of facilitating the development of technical 

skills in order to reduce barriers and for students to feel comfortable with the task (Muilenburg and Berge 

2005).  An effective online learning environment would appear to be one that is flexible, develops 

collaboration, increases social interaction and crucially one that increases subject knowledge; enabling 

the student to develop transferable skills to use in their workplace. 

Health promotion, when it occurs in the real world, is not a task done in isolation; it is dependent on 

teams working together and collaborating to enhance the health of people. Students need a variety of 

skills; working together with people from diverse backgrounds; developing insight into researching with 

and working in multi-disciplinary teams; acknowledging diversity which can also be translated into their 

practice when working with different groups within the population; developing critical skills are also 

crucial tools for the health promoter so they can assist in addressing the issues of the target groups. 

Assessment was therefore devised to develop these alongside academic skills. 

Methodology 

Initially it was decided that students would work together on a Wiki, but the technology tools were 

insufficient for the task so students were encouraged to use an online collaborative document [e.g. 

Google docs.].  This was paired with an individual reflective log, accompanied by instructions based on a 

blend of Gibbs (1988) and Atkins and Murphy’s (1993) models of reflection. This aimed to encourage 

students to think about the experience of completing the activity and reflect on how it helped them to use 

and refine particular skills. 

Students are asked to work together to produce a coherent, critical, health promotion resource in groups 

(there are a maximum of 5 students per group to enable participation). Group assessment takes place 

through an online collaborative document where an area of health promotion is researched, explored, 

and critiqued in depth. Each student contributed a minimum of 1000 and no more than 1500 words. 

Students also used a discussion board to discuss ideas about the document with their peers. They were 

also asked to complete an individual self-reflective diary. This evidenced the process and asked 

students to outline their participation, discussing areas of personal self-development, such as insights 

about academic/interpersonal skills they had developed (or realised they possessed) throughout the 

process. The reflective nature of the diaries was designed to support students to evaluate their thoughts 

and progress. This form of evaluation is extremely positive as a way of facilitating self-directed learning 

and peer support in a group. Marking Rubrics are shared with students so they can see the areas on 

which they are assessed.  For the collaborative document the areas of assessment are; research, critical 

analysis, organisation and information, focus.  For the diary/journal the areas of assessment are; 
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reflection, evidence, layout, adaptability. Feedback is given to match the rubrics with guidance on how to 

improve.  

Successes/ Challenges/ Lessons Learnt 

We knew from the outset that we had to be very clear about the outcomes we wanted the students to 

achieve because we were giving them an extremely unstructured task which some students struggle with. 

Initially, the area to be researched and approach was chosen for students which followed a more 

instructivist position which has a well-defined boundary but ‘discounts the reality of the ambiguous, 

complex, and continually changing world in which we live’ (Kanuka and Anderson 1999).  Feedback from 

students after the first iteration of the task indicated that they found it difficult to research an area in which 

that they had little interest.   The decision was made to move the task more towards a constructivist 

framework which was more open, unstructured and learner-centred which considers that learning is an 

active, not a passive process.  

The loose structure means we suggest milestones (e.g. a deadline set for students in May for having an 

outline document in place as the basis for provisional feedback) and need to keep an eye on progress, 

especially for groups who appeared to be struggling, although this happens infrequently (twice in 8 

years). We also send the occasional reminder and offer of help. The students are required to keep a 

weekly account of their work during the activity in the form of a diary or journal, which is done online and 

assessed. From our 8 years of experience with this method we have found that it is particularly useful for 

distance learners because it helps them feel less isolated when building something collaboratively. This is 

supported by evidence which suggests loneliness and feelings of isolation are significant barriers to 

learning and motivation for online courses (Lake 1999, Song et al 2004, Muilenburg and Berge 2005). 

The assessment also enables the development of critical and writing skills through peer support. The 

groups all appear to function well and support one another and some students have learnt not to over 

scrutinise their peers but to tactfully offer support if they feel there is a problem. The acquisition of health 

promotion knowledge around an area is deepened by the supportive and collaborative approach because 

each student brings a different perspective and skill set to the exercise 

Scalability/ Conclusion 

The assessment has also been used successfully for face-to-face learners because they can proceed 

with the assessment virtually whilst engaging with the module. The potential use of technology for online 

learning appears most successful when students are being supported in tasks, either by their peers, or 

facilitated by a tutor.  The movement towards an open, learner-centred assessment away from a 

teaching-focused assessment appeared, in this example, to promote autonomy and develop student 

learning.  The level of transferable skills developed was an artefact of the assessment and related directly 

to the diversity of the student cohort.  The online journal enabled students to reflect on their skills and 

attitudes to the work, making conscious and deliberate the acquisition of group working skills but was also 

a means of monitoring participation and engagement.  What became obvious through the assignment 

was that whether the student was at the centre or part of a learning community or learning network, 

learning effectiveness could be greatly enhanced. 
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Additional Resources/ files 

Rubric for collaborative document 

 

 

Rubric for Journal/diary 

 


