
MICROBIOLOGYTODAY VOL 31/NOV 04190

�
Conversations about e-learning frequently get
bogged down in jargon – VLEs, MLEs, online
communities and reusable learning objects.

For many of us, e-learning begins and ends with putting
our lecture notes on the web (usually at the risk of then
lecturing to an empty room). The aim of the Education &
Training Group Symposium in Dublin was to demon-
strate that there is much more to e-learning than simply
supplying online resources to support conventional
teaching. In the course of a fascinating afternoon, dele-
gates discovered how e-learning is being imaginatively
applied in a variety of learning contexts, ranging from
web-based support of single modules through to fully
online courses and global collaborative research projects.

Alan Cann, a previous winner of the SGM Peter Wildy
Prize for Microbiology Education, began the session by
demystifying some of the jargon, in particular the
difference between a VLE (virtual learning environment)
and an MLE (managed learning environment). A VLE,
such as blackboard or Web-CT, provides an integrated
system for managing online learning, including a
delivery mechanism, student tracking and assessment
plus access to discussion, support and resources, whilst
an MLE additionally contains integrated links to other
management information systems (e.g. student records,
library, finance systems). From the student viewpoint, a
key feature of a VLE is consistency of navigation, so that
all modules have an identical interface. Alan stressed 
that using these tools requires institutional commit-
ment, in particular training for lecturers who face the
challenge of a diversity of students with a variety of
learning styles, computer and communication skills.

Having laid the foundations, we went on to look at
some examples. In the US, there has been an upsurge in
online masters courses designed to meet the needs of
school teachers for professional development. Spencer
Benson described a Master in Life Sciences programme at
the University of Maryland College Park, and Paul Kemp
talked about the Masters of Education programme 
at Stony Brook University in New York. Although
expensive to enrol on such courses (in the region of
US$10k for the whole programme), the costs are to a
large extent offset by the increase in salary that a teacher
can expect upon graduation. Although the US leads 
the field in this area, the UK is catching up fast. Jonathan
Ball described the development of an e-learning, post-
graduate certificate in molecular biology at the 
University of Nottingham. A common problem with
such developments is that lecturing staff are put off by
the thought of having to master the technology. At
Nottingham, the solution has been to construct the
course using a database of ‘re-usable learning objects’.
These are modular packages of teaching material that
staff can enter through an easy interface, so that they can
develop online resources without having to master the
complexities of web authoring.

A theme that came through many of these talks was
the importance of actively engaging students in the
learning process. A major advantage that VLEs offer
compared to traditional teaching approaches is the
opportunity for threaded online discussions. Many of the
speakers felt these to be critical aspects of the teaching
and learning process, and assigned a substantial pro-
portion of the module assessment to the quality and
frequency of the students’ questions and answers. This
was well illustrated by Sharon Zablotney’s talk, in which
she described the virtual tutorials that she runs with her
class at the State University New York, Fredonia. This
employs student-led discussions and team case studies,
both of which require the student to become actively
involved in material through a question and answer
process. This ‘virtual classroom’ facilitates learning by
removing barriers that might inhibit student partici-
pation in similar discussions in the traditional classroom.

Another area where online materials can be particu-
larly useful is in a virtual laboratory environment.
Online simulations and animations are helpful for topics
where practical work is expensive or reliant on equip-
ment that is not readily available. Roy Ventullo from
Wartburg College, Iowa, demonstrated the virtual
fluorescence microscope (Fig. 1), which allows students
to learn the parts of the microscope and their function. By
working through the interactive website prior to
attending the lab session, students have the opportunity
to acquire the necessary skills in an environment that 
is free of risk, either to themselves or to the precious
equipment. The final talk of the afternoon from Kathy
Takayama (University of New South Wales) put the
virtual laboratory into a global context. ‘Visualizing the
Science of Genomics’ (www.omnium.unsw.edu.au/
courses/vsg_2003s1/base/index.php) was an inter-
national online project designed to enable students 
to experience the thrill of collaborative research, using 
3-D modelling and genomic analysis to examine how 
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RIGHT:
Fig. 1. The virtual microscope
website (www.wartburg.edu/biology/
fluorescentmicro/index.htm).
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2nd All-Wales Microbiology Meeting,
Gregynog Hall, 15–17 March 2004
� Gareth W. Griffith
With devolution in Wales has come the possibility 
of funding for research from the Assembly
Government and also encouragement for
collaboration between the constituent colleges of 
the University of Wales and other research institutions
in Wales. Microbiologists from Aberystwyth and
Cardiff have met annually at Gregynog Hall
(www.wales.ac.uk/newpages/ external/e3650.asp),
the university’s residential centre near Newtown
Powys since 1972. These meetings were originally
instigated by Professors Gareth Morris from
Aberystwyth and David Hughes from Cardiff, and
many alumni of the two departments, including a
number of eminent SGM members, will remember 
the 25th anniversary meeting in 1996.

In 2003 it was decided to broaden the scope of the
meeting to include microbiologists from Bangor and
Swansea in the first All-Wales Microbiology Meeting.
This year’s meeting was further expanded to include
scientists from IGER and benefited greatly from a
grant from the SGM/SfAM regional meeting fund. 
The grant covered the costs of guest speakers and
also allowed us to focus the meeting on lectures given
by younger microbiologists. The majority of the 27
presentations were given by postgraduates, with 
some talks from undergraduates and postdoctoral
researchers (the full programme can be found at
http://users.aber.ac.uk/gwg/gregynog/). All the 
talks were of a very high standard, but the £150
Microbiology Communication Prize for the best talk 
by a younger scientist was won by George Tordoff,
Cardiff, on Interactions between collembola
(springtails) and saprotrophic basidiomycete fungi,
with Amy Bishop (Swansea), Prysor Williams (Bangor)
and Kathryn Wakeman (IGER) as close runners-up.

As a mycologist I see it as my duty to constantly remind
my colleagues that microbiology is more than just
bacteria, so it was pleasing
that there were several
fungal presentations,
including that of our guest
speaker Dr Jonathan
Leake from the University
of Sheffield who
enthralled the audience
with a lecture entitled
Mycorrhizal mycelial
networks – key pathways
of nutrient and energy
flow in ecosystems. 
We were also fortunate 
to have a presentation 
by Dr Alan Thomas, 
newly appointed Director
of the Wales Centre of
Excellence for Waste
Research, about future

funding possibilities 
in this important area 
of applied microbiology.

The meeting included 
an ‘ice-breaker’ quiz
hosted by Hywel Griffiths
(Aberystwyth) – there
seemed to be an inverse
correlation between
success in the quiz and
academic seniority 
(even in the microbiology
rounds!). There was 
also time to tour the
magnificent grounds as
part of a nature walk led
by Al Venables (Cardiff)
or to help ‘aerate’ one 
of the lawns in the
traditional Gregynog
football match.

I am grateful to all 50
delegates who attended
the meeting for their
support and hope to see
them again next Spring
(14–16 March 2005). I
do have an extensive
mailing list of
microbiologists working
in Wales, but if I failed to
reach any SGM members
who would like to know
more about the
forthcoming meeting,
please email me on
gwg@aber.ac.uk

� Gareth W. Griffith,
Institute of Biological
Sciences, University 
of Wales Aberystwyth,
Ceredigion SY23 3DD

the HIV-1 virus mutates
and the implications for
vaccines. Students from 24
universities across 11
different countries worked
in teams to develop their
own research questions
and appropriate metho-
dology for investigation.
The project resulted in 
the creation of a global on-
line research community
through multidisciplinary
collaboration.

E-learning approaches
do not necessarily save staff
time. All of the speakers
had invested much energy
into developing their
online resources and
running them required
substantial ongoing effort.
Indeed, the salaries of staff
teaching the Maryland
course were supplemented
to reflect the extra work-
load, a somewhat un-
familiar concept for UK
academics! Nevertheless,
it was clear that the speak-
ers were witnessing tangi-
ble rewards in terms of
student engagement,
performance and enjoy-
ment, and hopefully some
of the audience were
inspired to take their
involvement in e-learning
to the next level.
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