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JISC Programme Summary Report:
User-owned Technology Demonstrators
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningcapital/tsle.aspx 

Duration: 2 years: 1March 2007 – 28 February 2009

Call details: Circular 04/06: (Appendix D: eLearning Call, Section III) 

Total Funding: £500,000 (up to £100,000 per project)

Number of projects: 5

Programme Manager: Heather Williamson

1. Programme Overview

The User-Owned Technology Demonstrators Strand originally had a budget of £400,000 to fund projects up to £100,000 over two years (March 2007 – February 2009). This was increased to £500,000 at the time of marking the proposals and subsequently 5 projects were funded instead of the originally envisaged 4.

The aim of the projects funded under this strand was to gain a better understanding of the implications for Higher Education institutions of the wide-scale adoption of user-owned technologies by their learners and staff. In particular, an understanding was sought of how education providers can effect a transition from being the primary providers of technology tools to being a provider of technology services that support personally-owned and managed tools. 
The projects were expected to implement a small-scale demonstrator of the use and integration of student- and/or practitioner-owned technologies, and work closely with the students – assessing their needs and developing usage scenarios before implementing any solution(s). It is worth noting that projects were told to implement existing technologies rather than undertake new technical development work.
The five funded projects within the strand were:
1. University of Oxford:
Isthmus: linking the personal and institutional in learning technologies
2. University of Reading:
meAggregator
3. University of Chester:
PADDLE: Piloting a decentralised learning environment using standards based tools
4. Ravensbourne College:
Ravensbourne Learner Integration
5. University of Sussex:
SPLASH: Student Personal Learning and Social Homepage
2. Programme Methodology

Reporting & Feedback

Projects were required to produce 3 progress reports during their two years (in September 07, March 08 and September 08) and their final reports were due at the end of February 09/early March 09.

For the first set of progress reports, feedback was undertaken by the Programme Manager via email. However, for the March 08 and September 08 progress reports feedback was provided individually to each project via an informal teleconference which lasted around 45mins. During the call project teams were asked to summarise what they felt were the key points/issues within their report and this was then followed up by the programme manager, and (if on the call) an appropriate CETIS team member, who asked questions related to their summary or content of the report. Projects were also given an opportunity to raise any queries they had with the JISC staff on the call. This method of handling interim reports was very well received by the projects and was also found to be a very useful tool by the Programme Manager.
Programme Meeting/Events

Projects within the strand attended the generic eLearning Programme meetings
, and generally did not have any separate strand-specific meeting dates. There were 7 generic eLearning Programme support meetings during the 2 years the projects were running, some of which took place over two days. These meetings covered a range of issues/topics:

	23/24 Apr 07
	Start up Meeting

23 Apr: PLE Workshop (just for UOTD projects)

24 Apr: eLearning Programme Induction event

	10/11 Oct 07
	10 Oct: Evaluation Workshop
11 Oct: General Programme Meeting, including a parallel session for TELE
 projects (which included the UOTD projects)

	11 Dec 07
	Using Technology for Effective Project Communication

	12 Mar 08
	eLearning Programme Meeting

	8 Oct 08
	eLearning Programme Meeting

	10 Dec 08
	Report Writing Workshop

	3 Mar 09
	eLearning Programme Closing Meeting – including dedicated UOTD session and a TELE projects session.


Programme Support Project(s)

The UOTD strand did not have any dedicated support, synthesis or evaluation projects associated with it. 

3. Project Overviews, outputs and outcomes.
	Project overview
	Outputs (in addition to the Final Report)

	Isthmus: Linking the personal and the institutional in learning technologies
Oxford University  

The Isthmus project aimed to provide a link between the technological landscape inhabited by many students and the technologies offered by tertiary educational institutions. By researching the uptake of user-owned technologies among selected students Isthmus will establish the requirements for demonstrator integration of tools and systems between institutional and individually owned technologies and pilot and evaluate these.
	http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/ 
· Visitors & Residents Principle – challenging the notion of the ‘digital native’ . Developed as part of the project and disseminated widely and 
· Visitors & Residents Video
· Learning Support Tool
· A range of presentations
· Posters

· Blog posts
· ‘Headlines’ paper

	Ravensbourne Learner Integration
Ravensbourne College

Ravensbourne Learner Integration aimed to understand better how educational institutions can adapt to and apply the emerging techniques and paradigms of social networking and “web 2.0” applications. The particular focus of the project was to facilitate the integration of institutional systems into the socio-technical landscape of student and staff engagement with the online world in the context of practice-based education.
	http://confluence.rave.ac.uk/confluence/
display/SCIRCLINR/Home
· A range of student guides:

· Tips on developing an effective online presence

· Example of personal space used for web portfolio

· Guide for developing wiki personal spaces

· Social Stack tools matrix

· Short Presentations on Social Software Tools
· A number of presentations – widely disseminated
· E-Learning in context Diagram. Demonstrating transition from private to public learning in the context of social software and communities of practice
· A series of papers

	PADDLE
University of Chester

This project aims to identify, implement and evaluate the affordances of personal, user-owned technology integrating with institutionally-owned technology, the effects on the learner, learning, teacher, and organisation.  Acting as a pathfinder for the greater communities of the University of Chester and the education sector as a whole, identifying successes, interventions and challenges which can be communicated and built upon.
	(project website currently unavailable)
· Support material for both staff and students
· A model for implementation
· A case study

· A widget, which tracks and displays statuses of module and news items from the University (for use in personal web aggregators such as iGoogle and Netvibes)

· Variety of dissemination materials such as conference presentations
· Posters


	MeAggregator
University of Reading

The aim of MeAggregator is to develop an open source application that can be web based or on the desktop, that will serve as a 'Me Aggregator'. The Me Aggregator will configure the total set of technologies that an individual is using at a specific point of time, on a flexible and modular basis.
	http://code.google.com/p/meaggregator/ 
· MeAggregator prototype (downloadable). A tool for (University of Reading) students and staff to manage their online communities and channels, through advanced use of content aggregation technologies such as RSS and others
· MeAggregator Start Guide (cartoon style)



	SPLASH: Student Personal Learning and Social Homepage
University of Sussex

The overall aim of SPLASH is to help provide a more personalised learning experience by developing a user owned web based portal/mashup service that can be integrated with institutionally owned educational systems. Central to the project will be to support the management of artefacts created by learners through the use of mashup technology where content can be created in and gathered from external sources, to create Student Personal Learning And Social Homepages.
	http://www.sussex.ac.uk/splash/
deliverables.php
· SPLASH website for students which features widgets which bring in content from a range of University and external systems such as the VLE, Facebook, Flickr, local bus and train services and student blogs

· Open source release of SPLASH software 
· ‘Walk-through’ demo of SPLASH
· A range of widgets
· Blog posts


4. Programme Lessons
The lessons coming from these projects can be broadly split into four (but overlapping) areas: the learners use of ‘user-owned’ technologies, technological, support and implementation.

The use of ‘user-owned’ technologies and personal learning environments
We started the project imagining that we would have to implement functionality to meet student expectations but ended up spending some of our time educating them about what they could take advantage of on the web. ~ Isthmus Project
One of the challenges set for these projects in the call was to explore their learners needs in terms of their preferred technologies and needs before implementing any solution(s). All projects consulted and surveyed their chosen cohorts of learners and found that the level of sophistication of learner engagement with social media and web2.0 tools in general was far lower than they expected and, in some cases (the Isthmus project), virtually non-existent. Across the projects there was a good range of student types covered, including work-based students (Chester), mature distance-learning students (Oxford), mature and part-time students (again Chester), students in further education (Ravensbourne) and full-time ‘traditional’ undergraduates (Reading, Sussex and Chester). The Isthmus project took a close look at not just what technologies learners used, but also how they used them. They found that their learners could not be usefully categorised as ‘Digital Natives’ or ‘Digital Immigrants’ as their behaviour was much more to do with the approach and motivations of individual learners. As a result the ‘visitor-resident
’ principle was born.
Very few of the learners surveyed by the projects used any form of aggregation, even when encouraged to do so. Where learners were using social media/web2.0 applications this was generally for social interaction purposes and generally learners were not found to be using them in creative ways. Learners did little to explore the abundant technologies available to them and they did not perceive the value in using these tools to support their learning. Furthermore, some learners did not welcome the blurring between social and academic spaces. In order for learners to realise the benefits of a personal learning environment projects found that they needed to be guided towards appropriate services, tools, resources and information. Learners not only needed guidance in technically managing their personal learning environments, but also in realising the benefits of such an environment and how it could impact on their learning. 

Technological
A range of technologies were deployed or used by the projects to support the use of user-owned technologies in the institutional environment mainly in the form of RSS feeds and the development of VLE plug-ins or widgets, although it did also include the creation of student portal style pages and (in the case of MeAggregator) a downloadable application.
Technological challenges encountered by projects included the changing nature of widget API’s, the stability of wireless networks and institutional approaches to external tools and technologies. Within the PADDLE project they had a number of issues with development throughout the project due to the constant flux of NetVibes Universal Widget APIs and upgrades, causing significant impacts on their widget developments for their learners. 
Ravensbourne College had issues with the stability of their wireless networks when attempting to support a large number of simultaneous users. Whilst the stability of wireless networks was not an issue for the other projects, it can be assumed that other Further Education institutions, and some smaller Higher Education institutions may also meet with this type of difficulty when attempting to support the use of user-owned technologies being brought into the academic learning environment. 
Ravensbourne also had difficulties with extra-institutional Web 2.0 platforms. Whilst they were able to sketch out an idealised ‘architecture’ for a personal learning environment that integrated extra-institutional resources: an architecture where RSS and OpenID would predominate, and ‘semantic’ markup would enrich information flows, their institution wasn’t yet ready to become an OpenID provider (Microformats and RDFa are yet to become mainstream technologies). This had the effect of creating a PLE experience with an “experimental” edge – appealing to some tutors, but frustrating to many who still see eLearning as a peripheral or supporting activity.
For most of the projects their experience of being part of this strand had the effect of underlining the usefulness and effectiveness of their virtual learning environments and indeed helped to add further value to their VLE. However, the MeAggregator project found that the ‘walled garden’ nature of their institutional VLE imposed significant hurdles to any attempt to provide an aggregation of content to third party tools.

A number of the projects considered that sustained development of widgets, along with integration with Web 2.0 properties were key to the continued support of user-owned technologies (PADDLE, MeAggregator, SPLASH). Although it was noted that it was equally important to regularly evaluate usage to ensure that developments were appropriate.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, concerns were raised on the continued availability of web2.0 sites and services (particularly given the current economic climate) and the future impact this could have.

Supporting students
Encouraging students to understand, find and use personal tools for learning had the impact of an increased support burden across all the projects, with a number of projects (Isthmus, PADDLE and Ravensbourne) all developing user guides for both learners and practitioners to help the integration of user-owned tools into learning activities.

In the absence of effective support it was found by the Ravensbourne project that learners tended to converge on ‘lowest common denominator’ approaches to integrating their activities. Copy-and-paste was the most widely used integration technique by their students who reported pasting the contents of Moodle courses or individual Word documents into Facebook.
The Ravensbourne project also identified that there was a shortage of appropriate physical spaces within their institutional environment that could support the use of user-owned technologies, highlighting the impact that an institutions physical space can have on the learners ability to make their own choices in terms of the tools that they use. 

Implementation

The findings from projects are mixed in concluding whether students would fully embrace a decentralised learning environment. There was evidence to suggest that learners at each of the institutions would like this method of delivery but there was also evidence that many students did not see any value in incorporating study materials within their personal environments. 

Staff introduced to the projects, although often positive about the project in question, were also concerned about the amount of time they would have to spend on their module spaces and also whether students would actually engage with the technologies and thus be an actual return on investment of time and effort. A number of projects raised the issue of the need for targeted staff development in this area.
Projects found that if institutional support or integration of user-owned technologies was to work effectively, then models and tools for this need to be introduced early (and embedded) into the learning design, assessment practices and learning context in more aligned and transparent ways.  In general, projects found that learners (and many staff) will not “take” to the PLE model without considerable contextual scaffolding. 
5. Programme Outputs 
The outputs of the User-Owned Technology Demonstrators Strand are feeding into the forthcoming (provisionally titled) 'Innovative technologies and practice' publication and planned accompanying workshops. The outputs from this strand are also helping to shape a potential forthcoming mini eLearning programme which intends to explore models of distributed VLEs (e.g. institutions that push and/or pull information/data etc into and out of their VLEs). It is planned that this programme will encourage the development of widgets that support distributed VLEs and which can be used across a range of VLE platforms.
6. Programme Outcomes (Conclusions and Recommendations)
The user-owned technology demonstrator projects have provided a useful insight to some of the issues faced by institutions looking to support the adoption of user-owned technologies for their learners. However, given the ‘small-scale’ demonstrator nature of the projects, the lessons to be taken for wider-scale adoption would probably be best highlighted via an evaluation/synthesis across the strand.

It is also worth noting that much of the focus of the projects was on their learners use of technologies and what they (the learners) were ready and prepared to utilise – indeed the key findings from this strand were around this and therefore less time and resources were available than the projects had anticipated on how the institution could effect the transition from being primary providers of technology tools to being providers of technology services. 
Conclusions & recommendations stemming from project findings:

Many students are brilliant at using the web to socialise or to produce innovative media but are lost when it comes to appropriating services for their learning and research. Isthmus Project.
Learning & Teaching

· In general, a learner’s main concern is the ease of access of their study materials. If they can access them through the institutional VLE with ease, then they will do this. Interestingly, it was found that generally members of staff had very few, if any, objections to students accessing their course materials outside of the VLE (although concerns about supporting its use were certainly raised). 
· Learners will not “take” to a personal learning environment model without considerable contextual scaffolding, and further work needs to be done in this area. 
· The edtech community needs to remember that it is not always obvious how a technology can form part of a learning strategy and should spend as much time explaining/demonstrating the options to learners as it should to plugging new things in. Their focus should be on appropriate implementation which puts the emphasis back on teaching and learning within e-learning.
· It is the educational institutions’ responsibility to educate students regarding how to make these forms of critical assessment and how to engage in with the web for learning in general. Debates over the ‘quality’ of services and resources are ultimately of little value as the culture moves too fast. 
· While much of the culture shift on the web is towards the informal it is worth remembering that students expect a formal core to a programme and are likely to get lost without it. This formal core will be institutionally hosted, containing university owned materials and a ‘home’ for assessment points. The findings of the projects often demonstrated that it is too complex in administrative terms to ‘explode’ this formal core across the web and that it also (currently) cuts against student expectations.
· It is important not to assume that levels of technology use are always related to skill or age. It’s more often based on whether the student sees an appropriate need for the technology in question.
Technology & Standards
· Further development of widgets and integration with social media/web2.0 tools appeared to be one of the key requirements coming out of the projects for the effective support of user-owned and managed personal learning environments.  
· The need for institutions to support open standards to enable integration between systems which are either institutionally or user owned was also a key finding of these projects. 
Strategy & Policy

· The support of unknown services and sites is clearly challenging for institutions and a recommendation coming from these projects is the need for institutions to develop appropriate strategies to support this, for example Web 2.0/Learning 2.0 strategies that outline what the institution is willing to support, and how this support may be manifested.
Programme management approach
The synthesis of strand outputs and the communication/dissemination could have been much improved if there had been some kind of evaluation/synthesis role resourced as part of the strand. Ideally this would have run alongside the projects to pull out the lessons as they were being learned and extrapolate the issues for a more wide-scale adoption of user owned technologies. It would have also been useful if such a role had also ensured that the lessons/findings from these projects were also considered alongside the digital literacy’s and learner experience project outputs/findings.

What did work particularly well in this strand, however, was the use of informal teleconference interim report feedback sessions which was found to be highly beneficial, both to the projects within the strand and for the JISC programme manager. Therefore it is strongly recommended that this model be considered for other current and future eLearning programmes/strands.

Next steps
As outlined in section 5 (programme outputs) the outputs of this strand are feeding into the forthcoming 'Innovative technologies and practice' publication (provisional title) and planned accompanying workshops. They are also helping to shape a potential forthcoming mini eLearning programme which intends to explore models of distributed VLEs which will include looking at how VLEs can more easily support/facilitate a ‘user-owned’ approach.

Projects in this strand went some way to address the development of models/guidelines to help the creation of contextual scaffolding to support the adoption of user owned technologies, but this is still an area that needs further work. 
JISC Executive

September 2009
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� TELE – Technology Enhanced Learning Environments


� �HYPERLINK "http://tallblog.conted.ox.ac.uk/index.php/2008/07/23/not-natives-immigrants-but-visitors-residents/"�http://tallblog.conted.ox.ac.uk/index.php/2008/07/23/not-natives-immigrants-but-visitors-residents/� 





1

