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One of the biggest challenges that instructors face, even before COVID 
but exacerbated by it, is being able to judge how students are tracking 
and helping them feel connected. In these disruptive times in higher 
education where online/hybrid teaching is the new normal, providing 
personal remote support for students and building engagement are 
troublesome. In this session, we describe an innovative practice that 
brings together relevant data from the VLE and students themselves to 
make remote learning more connected and personalised. From tailored 
feedback messages to building student capacity for goal-setting and 
self-regulation, this approach not only helps students manage their own 
expectations but helps teachers build personal connections to engage 
students. We present a case study of a freely-available learning 
analytics platform and, most importantly, the personalised pedagogies 
that integrate data with online/hybrid learning and teaching to improve 
the staff and student experience in an allied health course. 
 

Session Description 
 
 

Supporting students in a COVID world involves not only teaching online 
but also engaging and connecting to students.  This is challenging via 
Zoom where often students turn off their camera.  There are times 
when this feels more like teaching a computer screen than the people 
behind the screen.  There are a variety of apps to facilitate engagement 
such as anonymous word clouds, quizzes/polls and shared google 
documents but it can be challenging to judge how the students are 



tracking and the extent to which they feel connected and supported 
especially outside the now-familiar environment of the Zoom 
classroom. 
In this session, we present a case study spanning the last 18 months 
where a learning analytics system, the Student Relationship 
Engagement System (SRES), has been used to encourage and build 
student engagement. A plethora of data passes from the VLE site into 
SRES allowing queries across a large database. Attendance can be 
monitored alongside time spent on Canvas, grades and activity to send 
highly-tailored messages according to each of these factors - at scale.  
For example, an email about attendance can differentially be sent so 
that an acknowledgement is sent to those attending regularly and 
support to those who are not attending.  Individualised feedback can be 
provided according to which questions in quizzes the students are 
finding difficult and additional resources recommended according to 
the types of errors made. But how did students perceive this and was it 
enough, especially as their learning environments and behaviours 
changed during COVID? 
 Given the struggle that students have with staying motivated and 
engaged with online/hybrid learning during COVID (Daniels et al, 2021), 
in semester 1, 2021, SRES was used to assist students with their goal-
setting and time management, especially while they are less visible to 
the teacher and each other. To do this,  students were provided with 
interactive “to-do” lists in the VLE, delivered by SRES.  There is evidence 
that undergraduate students in particular, value reminders to keep on 
top of their workload (O’Neil and Buckley, 2020) .  In our own 
experience, we know that students appreciate being guided on what to 
do each week; this used to be in the form of a one-size-fits-all 
announcement to all students with lists of which readings, videos and 
so on they should watch.  The new SRES to-do list allows students to 
self-track whether they have completed, started or not started each 
task.  This allows them to self-monitor their progress, and also allows 
teachers  to support, praise, and encourage progress in a data-informed 
way. Importantly, teaching can be better planned each week based on 
how many of the cohort have completed each task.  
Learning analytics can be used to monitor student retention, grades and 
engagement.  Campbell and Oblinger (2007) describe one 
conceptualisation of learning analytics, involving 5 steps; Capture, 
Report, Predict, Act and Refine.  The challenge for teachers is how to do 
this easily so that the process is rapid enough to provide meaningful 
data early enough to support student learning. For us, SRES has 
automated the capturing and reporting phases so that the instructor 
can predict and act. 
By helping students to take charge of their to-do list and supporting this 
through tailored messages based on a range of data, we critically reflect 
in this session on students’ responses to this learning analytics-
enhanced teaching practice. Additionally, we reflect on the impact this 



 

has had on teaching, in terms of optimising communication and 
engagement with students, the influence of relevant data on teaching 
design and, importantly, the relationships that can be fostered between 
teachers and students if the right data is used in the right way. 
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As Covid-19 propelled a new reimagining of teaching space that allure 
of virtual reality platforms is compelling. A new world, where you can 
change a room layout and your clothes at the click of the button. For 
interactive simulation-based courses it can offer the advantage of 
freedom of movement at will rather than the awkward fumbling with 
breakout rooms. However, whilst the novelty of being able to break out 
a dance move at the touch of a button might offer an attractive 
alternative for students after endless Zoom seminars, how does it 
measure up as a learning experience? 
In this presentation I share the preliminary results of a pilot project, 29 
TaVIRstock Square, a virtual department space hosted on the VirBELA 
platform used as part of teaching for a simulation-based negotiation 
course and student social networking activities.  Participants on the 
negotiation course had the option of participating in surveys evaluating 
the use of the platform both as a learning and social tool whilst on the 
platform, and the effect of the experience on their subsequent skills 
development.  I also share some best practices and challenges for 
lecturers designing and delivering teaching in the virtual world. 
 

Session Description 
 
 

The 29TaVIRstock Square was initially conceived in order to seek an 
alternative structure to teaching a simulation -based international 
negotiation course solely on Zoom to try to better replicate the 
freedom of the classroom experience. The project, funded by a Dean’s 



Grant from the Faculty of Social & Historical Science at UCL that trialled 
the use of a Virtual world mini-campus for the Department of Political 
Science using the Virbela open campus platform for a series of 
experiential activities for current students and alumni.  
The project aimed to  
1. Provide alternative fun and engaging interactive learning and 
social activities platform for our current postgraduate students who 
may never set foot in our campus in London and who are suffering 
chronic zoom fatigue. 
2. Create exciting alternatives for social interaction, networking 
between students, alumni and staff that allow for better emotional 
connections. 
3. Develop students’ key skills and familiarity of operating in 
alternative environments that are now being used in recruitment such 
as for PWC. 
4. Understand the advantages and challenges to teaching or 
presenting in new virtual environments. 
5. Extend research from negotiation course on the nature of 
negotiation in virtual reality. 
The project was built around three main strands of inquiry. 
1. Understanding the student experience in virtual platforms. 
a. Advantages & disadvantages of learning on a virtual platform 
rather than Zoom? 
b. Synthesis of information on virtual platform 
c. Does the virtual platform provide better social interactions than 
Zoom? 
d. Ease of use 
2. Optimising pedagogical activities for virtual platforms and hybrid 
teaching 
a. Which activities lend themselves to teaching on virtual 
platforms? 
b. How do pedagogical activities/methods need to be adjusted for 
virtual platforms? 
c. What additional preparation time needs to be factored for 
virtual platforms? 
d. Finding the balance for hybrid/blended learning with virtual 
platforms 
3. Understanding negotiation and risk-taking behaviour in virtual 
platforms 
Extending the research initiated on my International Negotiation course 
into the differences in negotiating as an avatar, over zoom, and in 
person. This includes examining how negotiators navigate risk, 
confidence and emotions on virtual platforms. 
The participants of the module on International Negotiation were given 
the opportunity to participate in a film screening, a lecture, a bilateral 
negotiation simulation, and a multilateral simulation on the platform. 
Participants were invited to complete surveys prior to participating in 



 

VR activities, after the lecture and bilateral negotiation, and after the 
following week’s Zoom simulation.  The platform was also used for a 
series of student -alumni networking events during Department of 
Political Science Virtual Careers Week. 
In this session, I will present a case study outlining the process of 
working with the virtual platform, adapting teaching to teaching as an 
avatar, as well as the preliminary results of the participant surveys as to 
their experience learning and interacting socially as an avatar.  
I will also present initial findings on the value of virtual reality as a 
pedagogical tool in negotiation.  This contributes to a growing literature 
on the impact of computer mediation on negotiation, in particular the 
impact of loss of non-verbal cues (Baten & Hoque, 2021; Ebner 2017), 
its role in skills building (Broekens et al 2012) as well as the impact and 
possibilities for networking and building friendships (Chesney et al. 
2014). 
Participants in the session will be invited to participate in part of the 
session on the virtual reality platform to experience it for themselves. 
 


