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Executive Summary
	Communication technologies are not only accessible they are ubiquitous, especially among university students. A pilot study supported by the Canadian Association for University Continuing Education in partnership with Huntington University and the Centre for Gerontology Research set out to discover university students’ perceptions of and experiences with one particular communication technology, specifically, the audio learning guides to courses offered through Continuing Education. The study took place during the winter and summer terms of 2010 at Huntington University in Sudbury, Ontario. The project was completed at the end of 2010 and the report provided to its funders in January 2011.   
 	In this pilot study, 130 students enrolled in three gerontology courses offered via continuing education were provided with an audio version of one module of their written learning guide and invited to listen to the audio segment of the learning guide.  Students were then invited to participate in an online survey that assessed the students’ use, experience and perceptions of the learning guides. The study demonstrated that 70% of the students had a positive perception of audio learning guides. Ninety percent of the students listened to the audio versions while at home.  Further analysis indicated that significantly more mature-aged university students found the audio versions to be helpful to their learning as compared to traditional-age university students. Overall, a majority of the respondents requested that audio versions of written learning guides and additional communication technologies be made available to enhance their learning.
	The results of the study have been shared with Huntington University and a summary of the project is being distributed to interested parties via a posting on the university website and the Canadian Association for University Education listerv.  The researchers are prepared to present a poster presentation at the annual conference of CAUCE in June 2011 and the researchers will submit a manuscript for review to the Canadian Journal of University Continuing Education.





Introduction
	Communication technologies is transforming the teaching and learning experience at most universities.  A pilot study to investigate students’ experiences in using technology aides was conducted in 2010 at a northern Ontario university.  The report that follows is provided to the funders of this study, the Canadian Association for University Continuing Education and Huntington University.  The financial and in- kind supports were significant to the successful completion of this research project.
	This document begins with a project report summary as a way to introduce the project, its process, and its overall results.  This summary is helpful to those who wish to quickly learn about the project as well as to promote the project as a whole. The summary provides awareness of the project and it is currently posted on the Huntington University website.  The remainder of this report unfolds as follows: a brief description of the research in terms of its sampling method, survey method, and data analysis; a summary of the research findings; a presentation of the limitations of the research, and an account of the unanticipated benefits of the research.  The report then provides a review of the project management, it identifies positive support and cooperation with the partners, researchers and supporting staff members and a well-implemented research plan. The specific recommendations for change to Huntington University’s Continuing Education courses, specifically to its gerontology courses is followed by the researchers’ strategies for the dissemination of the research projects’ general findings .

Project Report Summary
	The audio learning guide research project supported by C.A.U.C.E. and Huntington University was successfully completed in 2010. The primary objective of the research was to explore students’ experiences using a sample audio version (provided on a Compact Disk) of their course learning guide. If students’ experiences were positive, the Gerontology Program at Huntington University would recommend the use of audio learning guides in the Continuing Education program delivery. In effect, this research was a form of market research, assessing potential interest in an alternative learning tool.  
	The pilot study results were very positive as 70% of the 43 students responding to the online survey indicated they found the audio versions of a written learning guide module to be helpful to their learning.  Students also provided suggestions for additional learning tools, including: podcasts of digitally taped lectures and class discussions, webinars, visual presentations of role-plays and examples, and learning exercises not included in the learning modules.  Further analysis indicated mature-age university students as compared to traditional-age university students were more often associated with finding the audio versions to be helpful and with providing positive comments in the open-ended survey question. 
	This research contributes to the growing body of literature on technology and learning in continuing education.  As market research, it demonstrates student interest in alternative learning tools and it demonstrates mature-age university student interest in these learning tools.  After careful review of the comments provided by students, the study indicates that students, as consumers and as learners, want access to additional learning tools, particularly visually-oriented learning tools that elaborate on the written course content and connect the student to traditional classroom lectures and discussions. 

Brief Description of the Research
	The project complied with the proposed research plan, beginning with applying for and receiving approval from Huntington University’s Research Ethics Committee. One hundred and thirty students enrolled in Huntington University’s continuing education courses, GERO 1017, GERO 2017 and GERO 3017 in the winter term and summer terms of 2010 were invited to participate in this research. The second module of each learning guide for these courses were digitally recorded to CD.  These were mailed to students along with their printed course material and a letter of invitation to participate in the research.  Because the initial response rate to the invitation to participate resulted in less than 40% of the total actual enrollment, this project was repeated during the summer term when all three courses were again offered via continuing education. Students who were invited to participate in the research in the winter term were excluded from participating in the research in the summer term.  The 14 question online survey was administered through Survey Monkey. This service sent out timely reminders, and recorded the survey responses. 
	A total of 43 students responded and completed the survey over the two terms in which this project took place. Data analysis of the survey results was conducted using descriptive statistics relative to the participant group.  Additionally, correlational tests were conducted to determine associative patterns of enhanced learning experiences in relation to age and English as a second language.  The final open-ended question was reviewed and analyzed for clustered responses, and then further examined for themes.   Finally, analysis to assess for significant correlations between participants’ descriptors and participant generated themes was conducted and reported.

Research Findings
	The overall results of this pilot study indicated students responded positively to the opportunity to have audio versions of their written learning guide, specifically, 70% of student survey respondents indicated the audio versions were generally helpful. In an open-ended question that invited students’ comments, four students suggested additional strategies to assist their learning: podcasts of in-class lectures and discussions, visual demonstrations of role playing, webinars, and learning exercises not included in the learning guides.  There were, however negative responses to the audio versions of the written learning guides as well; 30% of the respondents did not find the audio versions to be helpful. Five responses to the open-ended question demonstrate some negative perceptions:  it was a waste of time; I am a visual learner and not an audio learner (2); and it was difficult to stay focused on the audio presentation (2). In sum, while the audio versions of the learning modules were helpful to most students, students also expressed an interest in additional resources that go beyond a re-presenting of the written learning guides.
	Additional statistical analysis of the data collected in this study demonstrated a difference between traditional-age students and mature-age students and their response to the audio versions of the learning guides.  More mature-age students indicated the audio versions were generally helpful to their learning as compared to traditional-age students and similarly, more mature-age students made positive comments (as opposed to negative or neutral comments) about the audio versions in the final open-ended survey question as compared to the comments provided by traditional-age students.  


Limitations of the Research
	The primary limitations to this research are a result of the sampling method and the related response rate to the survey.  The student response rate to the survey was 33%, an acceptable response rate for an online survey however it is far from robust and causes one to question the reliability of the findings.  The respondents who elected to respond to an online survey may be significantly different than those students who did not respond.  For example, survey respondents could have been computer-savvy, interested in learning with technology, and, perhaps, engaged in their learning to a different degree as compared to non-respondents.  As well, there were no respondents who were registered with the university’s Special Needs Office, and therefore, there was no student input with regard to the impact of an alternative learning tool on someone with special needs such as a learning disability, vision loss, or English as a second language challenge.
	The limitations serve as a reminder of potentially missed opportunities that might have been overcome had the project included optional methods for responding to the survey questions.  Optional methods for survey completion might have included offering a mailed survey and return envelope or offering a telephone interview survey. These multiple data-collection methods may have enhanced the response rate and the potential heterogeneity of the responding sample and thus increased the reliability of the findings.

Unanticipated Benefits of the Research
	This pilot study generated more than research results, it also generated student awareness and interest in the research topic, in research methods, and in research in general. This is an un-anticipated benefit of the research and one that is very welcome in a small teaching-oriented university.  In small universities, the researcher/professor is not as obvious to students if the students are not the subjects of the research. In this pilot study, the students, even those taking on campus courses, were aware of the research and their researchers/professor’s involvement.  This was evident as students referred to the research topic in class discussions regarding people with disabilities, seniors with disabilities, and older immigrants in Canada; students made the link between the goal of optimizing learning and the goal of optimizing aging.  Additionally, the students in the research methods and thesis classes (provided on campus) were made aware of the on line survey method and how it was employed in this pilot project; two students opted to employ it in their thesis project. 

Project Management Report
	Overall, the research project was well managed and ran smoothly.  Recording of the audio learning guide modules was accomplished, appropriate numbers of CD’s were produced, letters of invitation were distributed to students in a timely manner and there were no problems experienced with Survey Monkey.  Both researchers contributed considerable time to varied aspects of the process, maintained good communication to accomplish the project, and supported one another in the effort to ensure a quality project.  Huntington University staff also contributed to the success of this project by establishing the research sample (course enrollments), ensuring all eligible students received a letter of invitation to participate in the research and a CD, and maintaining the financial accounts for this project.  As well, adequate research space, computers, photocopying, and office supplies were made available as needed for the successful management of this project.

Recommendations to Huntington University as a Result of the Project
1. Audio versions of written learning guides are helpful to students’ learning and therefore, the option of providing an audio version of the written learning guides is recommended.  
· Audio versions of the written learning guides are to include planned silences and brief summaries to allow students to absorb the contents. 
· Audio versions of the written learning guides are to be digitally recorded, edited, and made available via a limited-access web-based platform.
2. Courses developed at Huntington University that are offered via continuing education are to include supplementary technology aides pertinent to course content: video podcasts of key lectures; video podcasts of scripted role-plays to demonstrate concepts such as toxic behaviours, active listening, etc; links to relevant YouTube videos; and additional course exercises and examples.
3. Continuing education curriculum development is to be given priority in the gerontology program at Huntington University as one means of providing a high quality, student-oriented learning experience.  
4. The  Lougheed Teaching and Learning Centre of Excellence is to partner with the Huntington academic programs to promote and support alternative pedagogies, resources, and technologies for continuing education.
5. Huntington University is to establish a contract with a curriculum design specialist who is adept at the use of and training of technologies and continuing education.	

Dissemination of the Research
	The above recommendations were presented to the Huntington University Senate in January 2011 for review and discussion. Decisions on the recommendations are pending.
	An abstract for a poster presentation at the C.A.U.C.E. annual conference will be submitted to the conference committee for review and consideration.
	The project report summary, as provided in the first page of this report, was posted on the Huntington University website, http://www.huntingtonu.ca/.  The link to this site was posted on the C.A.U.C.E. listserv.  As well, the interested parties who provided letters of support for this project received a copy of the project report summary and a note of thanks.
	Finally, a manuscript based on this research is being prepared for submission to the Canadian Journal of University Continuing Education.  The manuscript is to be reviewed and considered for publication.

Conclusion
	Optimizing Learning:  Student Experiences with Audio Learning Guides in University-based Continuing Education was a successful research project that resulted in a contribution to the knowledge and understanding of students’ experiences of technology aides in Continuing Education.  This pilot study indicated a majority of the respondents requested that audio versions of written learning guides and additional communication technologies be made available to enhance their learning. It was also evident that small research projects such as this can be valuable to universities in understanding and assessing students’ interests in learning with technology aides.  
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