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Who are IBERS DL?
To provide a flexible route for 

employees to gain postgraduate 
qualifications

To facilitate movement of expertise and 
skills between the research base and 

industry and embed a research culture 
in the workplace
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Our Student Demographics

Female
57%

Male
43%

GENDER RATIO

38
46
47
32
18
4

20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69

>70

Student Age Profile

0 50 100 150

CQFW Level 2

CQFW Level 4

CQFW Level 6

CQFW Level 8

Highest Level of Qualification

None

Primary 
Carer of 
Children

Primary 
Carer of 
Disabled 

Adult

Primary 
Carer of 

Older 
Person

CARING RESPONSIBILITIES

International 
NGO
2%

Other
3% Vet

3%

Feed R&D
5%

Research 
Institute

11%

Tech Sales
13%

Education
14%

Farmer/Farm 
Manager

22%

UK 
Consultant/Adviser

27%

EMPLOYMENT

Farmer Agri Advisor Supply Chain 
Advisor Researcher Goat Farm 

Manager, Australia
Carcass Balance 

Manager

A range of AgriFood professionals…

Idiosyncrasies of the Asynchronous Model

• Study at times that suit them – fitting around work and home
• Self-driven learning
• Difficult to judge level of engagement outside of 

Assessments/Coursework (Some insights through Blackboard 
analytics, but not very detailed, and materials also available offline)

• Limits to regular Peer-to-Peer, and Instructor-Student Interaction
• Some students might not need the interaction, hence the choice of DL, 

study just for the information

Benefits of Peer-to-Peer Interaction in DL

• Asynchronous DL can be 
isolating, most students 
between 30 and 50, and 
possibly coming to HE for the 
first time.

• External work and family 
commitments.

Community

• Useful for students to 
exchange experiences and 
work-related research and 

learning.
• Career Progression

Knowledge Exchange
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The Discussion Board / Forum

Thurmond, V., & Wambach, K. (2004). Understanding interactions in distance education: A review of the literature. International journal of instructional technology and 
distance learning.

participation

response

provision of 
affective 
feedback

short, 
focused 

messaging

Forums / Discussion Boards
Prompted discussions based on Learning Materials, new topic every 
week

Incentivised Posting: 25% of Discussion Board mark based on 
interaction, choose best 4 posts for assessment.

Main Positives:
• Own Learning:
“Forum discussion on this module was particularly stimulating, the 
pace and standard set by fellow students took some keeping up 
with!”
• Engagement with others:
“…The forums showed each students varying thoughts and opinions.”
• Format/Structure:
Not too formal, different to other types of Coursework Assessments, 
short posts

Forums / Discussion Boards

Main Drawbacks from Student Survey;
•“discussion in the forum difficult and somewhat contrived at 
times”
•“found the forums very intimidating, having a peer looking at 
my work!”
•“No interaction until just before the deadline, limiting the 
discussion opportunities”
•Found the forums a means to an end (achieving grade) rather 
than motivation to learn.

Tsoni, R., Paxinou, E., Gkoulalas-Divanis, A., Karapiperis, D., Kalles, D., & Verykios, V. S. 
(2024). Exploiting Properties of Student Networks to Enhance Learning in Distance 
Education. Information, 15(4), 234. https://doi.org/10.3390/info15040234
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NEW 
INTERACTIVES!!

MCQ responses about forums (n=193)

“The biggest challenge was 
fitting the workload into my 

schedule!”

New Interactive Assessment Types

Peer-to-Peer 
Presentations and 
Podcasts
• Students assess and 

learn from each 
other’s presentations 
with peer-assessment 
and Q+A

Forum Report
• Students gather 

information together 
which is compiled into 
indiviudal reports 
using only materials 
placed in the forum

Student Led 
Discussion
• Students propose 

discussion topics for 
the forum to improve 
engagement and 
interest. 

Behaviour Change 
Intervention

• Students help each 
other to design, and 
share progress on, 
individual behaviour 
change interventions 

Early signs of success?

69%

25%

6%

I found the forums helped me feel connected to other 
students 2023-24

Agree Neither agree or disagree Disagree

85%

15%

I found the interactive components helped me feel 
connected to other students 2024/25

Agree Neither agree or disagree Disagree
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‘This is the first time when taking one of the 
modules that I have actually enjoyed the 
interactive part of it… it encouraged me to interact 
and gave me useful feedback also from my fellow 
students. I definitely found this a positive 
experience this time’

Anonymous comment on Module 
Feedback

Student Quotes

‘I feel a part of the University even with the 
distance, which makes it just that much more 
enjoyable.’

Nathan Shirely, Approval Officer at 
Natural Resources Conservation 
Board, Canada

‘they offer the flexibility of distance learning, but 
still allow you to get to know the other students’

George Peart, Sustainability 
Adviser at Promar

Lessons Learned
• Structure matters. Clear guidelines and rubrics are 

essential.
• Giving Student more control over discussion direction 

increases ownership
• Peer review and feedback builds trust and community
• Discussions that form part of a bigger assessment 

make students more willing to participate
• There needs to be visible benefits of interaction 

(grade incentive)

THANKS!
Does anyone have any questions?
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