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Rationale

Having used voting technology in classrooms, I was interested in the possibility of posing more open-ended questions in lectures whilst also not having to reserve time for setting up complex equipment and the distribution of voting handsets. Having seen a demonstration of a texting tool, I wanted to experiment with it in lectures to ascertain its potential in comparison to other voting systems.

Description of the Practice

The text voting trial was used in the lectures for a third year optional module HIST3718 The Second Hundred Years War, to about 40 students, taught by a combination of lectures and tutorials. The aim was to increase student participation in lectures in various forms, such as querying their knowledge at the start of lecture, obtaining information that related to the topic of the lecture, or gathering a summary. The University was piloting a text system, mainly for marketing purposes, and so I was able to gain access to the text system at no cost to the department, otherwise we would have been charged to reserve the mobile number, but this can be done at an institutional level with keyword filtering the messages to the right inbox. The text inbox was much like an e-mail inbox, with its own mobile number and keyword, and students would text in their response to questions to this number. As the service was web-based, the inbox could be viewed in the lecture either to the tutor or via a projector to the whole class. All that it showed was the mobile number and the response from that number.

As their 'answer' was a text message, it could be as long or short as was required. As a voluntary exercise, it never quite achieved a 100% response rate, but individualised responses provided much better material to work with than students selecting from a pre-defined list, a show of hands, or comments from the floor. For example, in a lecture of national identity in Britain and France in the eighteenth century, at the start of the lecture I asked at the students to text in their nationality as a way of opening up the question of how this is defined. Because texting is an open format, the responses included the expected English, Welsh, Scottish, British, but also Australian as I had a JYA student in the class. If need be, a student could have texted in a dual nationality. This demonstrated the advantages text-voting had over other voting systems.

Implementation

As the text system was inbound (for receiving calls) there was very little set-up time required beyond checking that messages got through to the inbox with the number and keyword by testing the system a few times myself. If I wanted to use it for outbound communication, I would need to enter or upload the students mobile phone numbers, or wait until they had texted in once as the system saves the e-mails. The staff at edutxt were very helpful with the enquires that I had about the system, particularly as this wasn't an aspect of texting they had considered in that much detail before, and the system was very easy to use, much like a web-based e-mail account. (There is a moodle plugin, for those who use moodle as their VLE).

The students took to text voting very well, and although I had some concerns about the 'cost' to the students of texting, there were no complaints as most had phone packages that included a large number of texts a month. Furthermore, it was pitched as a voluntary exercise.

I planned to use the system to score certain questions in some lectures, asking students to text in a score from 1 to 10, for example how important do you feel x was, etc. Although this was possible with the technology to see these results quickly, it was difficult to do things with this data during a lecture, for example putting the data in excel to create a graph of responses (no of students who rated it as 1, etc.) or averages. Such questions were stilled used, but examined in a more subjective manner by the impression I obtained from scanning the inbox.

Impact

In the module evaluation, comments on 'What I enjoyed most' were made on the interactivity of the lectures, and one student particularly mentioned text voting. Sadly, the standardised module evaluation questionnaires the School uses do not have a question on interactivity in lectures, and to better understand the impact of texting in lectures this will be added next year for this module. Certainly it caused somewhat of a stir the first time it was used.

As a pilot, I have yet to fully explore the impact of texting in lectures. I used it in a fairly simplistic way in 2006 mainly just to provide 'refresher' moments in the lectures, and there are more adventurous way it could be used, both in terms of the questions being set but also in terms of measuring its impact. For example, it may have an effect on lecture attendance, or it could be used as another way of monitoring progress. Initial impressions are that the use of text voting provides a means of encouraging students to think and respond to what they were hearing in the lecture, and a means of encouraging engagement more generally. As such it has the potential to be a powerful tool in the armoury of the lecturer. Having used it in this form in 200607, I plan to use it more extensively in lectures particularly working with more advance question and working with the results in different ways (using macros in excel for example) Additionally, there is the potential to use the texting system for outbound questions, for example a memory test question sent out a day after the lecture with students receiving acknowledgement for being the first correct answer sent back to the text inbox.

Further information, including any website links

The text service was provided by edutxt, txttools.co.uk
Conference on Texting in HE / FE institutions 
