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Blending digital with face-to-face learning

Greenwich Community College
What is a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)?
A Virtual Learning Environment or VLE is an online system comprising a range of tools to support learning and the management of learning. For example, VLEs provide online access to learning resources and support peer-to-peer and learner-to-tutor communication.
What is Hot Potatoes?

Hot Potatoes™ is software used for self-assessment quizzes, providing options for multiple-choice, short-answer, jumbled-sentence, crossword, matching/ordering and gap-fill exercises. Hot Potatoes is free of charge for those working in publicly-funded, non-profit-making educational contexts who make their work available on the web; other users must pay for a licence.
Background

Senior managers at Greenwich Community College have actively encouraged the embedding of technology into the delivery of the curriculum to engage learners and to widen participation from the local community. 
In partnership with the University of Greenwich, practitioners at Greenwich Community College have taken part in the JISC-funded eLIDA CAMEL project, in which they devised and implemented sequences of learning activities based around the college’s VLE, Moodle, known locally as LEO – Learning Online. The project brought participating staff into a supportive community of practitioners based on the principles of the JISC CAMEL model, which views communities of practice as key to the development of expertise in technology-enhanced learning. 
In addition, practitioners at Greenwich Community College have access to pedagogic and technical support from the college’s e-guides – members of the teaching staff awarded .5 posts to assist with the achievement of specific e-learning targets, including wider use of the VLE. 

Challenge

Unit 2 of the CACHE (Council for Awards in Children’s Care and Education) Level 3 diploma course in child care and education covers theories of child development from conception to age 16 years. Learners following the diploma are typically aged 16–19 and aim to progress to higher education or to employment within voluntary or professional services. 
Unit 2 of the CACHE diploma at Greenwich Community College is studied part way through the first year and requires learners to demonstrate skills in assessing a child’s development alongside knowledge of theories and government policy. Initially, learners – typically school leavers with limited prior experience – found the unit challenging. 
Child care lecturer Clare Boucher felt that having access to resources that promote more active learning anywhere and at any time via a VLE would help learners progress faster towards the desired outcomes. The first step was to create and resource a site for the diploma course on LEO. 
A practitioner working on his or her own, however, is less likely to be able to develop or adapt the resources required to achieve a successful outcome. Working towards curriculum redesign within a supportive community of practice, on the other hand, can initiate strategies for building practitioners’ confidence and sustaining progress towards more active, learner-centred models of learning. 

Transforming practice

Clare began by seeking the help of the college’s Moodle e-guide to locate appropriate digital resources. Many relevant items were found in the Health and Social Care Teacher and Trainer Resource Pack, produced by the Standards Unit (DfES, 2005), and on DCSF websites such as the Early Years Foundation Stage and Teachernet. By working together with the e-guide, Clare, was able to identify where these resources could be restructured and redesigned to be more compatible with the content of the unit. In addition, they identified elements of the curriculum where interactive Hot Potatoes™ quizzes could help to make a more engaging learning experience. 

After the course site had been created, resources were matched to the scheme of work for unit 2 to provide learners with both a structure and relevant resources to support and extend their learning. A similar approach has subsequently been taken with the remaining units of the course, including a research project.
e-Learning advantage

Access to online resources has led to an improvement in both learners’ engagement and attainment, which can be linked to the e-learning intervention. The first cohort of learners to use the child care site on LEO achieved mainly A grades rather than the C grades predominating in previous years. This improvement in attainment may be attributed to increased opportunities for:

· Any time, anywhere learning – resource-based learning can continue beyond the classroom
· Self-paced learning – learners can return to resources used in teaching sessions as many times as they want to 
· Interactive learning – Hot Potatoes self-assessment quizzes and crosswords make ‘problem areas’ more accessible 

· Continuity of learning – work undertaken in class can be continued in learners’ own time

· Greater transparency – learning objectives are clearer to learners

· Differentiation – additional resources extend the potential of stronger learners and support the progress of less able learners

However, perhaps the most significant impact on learning has occurred during face-to-face sessions –new learning sequences, now in regular use, blend digital with face-to-face activities. For example:

· Using an online forum on LEO, questions are posed before a class to seed debate and prepare learners for the next day’s session. 
· PowerPoint® presentations given during the class are no longer passive learning resources; inserted video clips provide opportunities for discussion as the presentation unfolds. 
· The use of video also enables learners to test their observation skills; using a prepared template, learners complete trial assessments of child development from exemplar video clips before undertaking a real-life assessment of a child. 
· Quizzes are set as reinforcement activities both during a class (using an interactive whiteboard) and after a class (on the VLE), and the outcomes can be tracked to provide a record of each learner’s progress.

Learners have responded positively to the blend of e-learning and face-to-face strategies. Many thought they ‘learned more than they usually would’.  Now that the unit is being taught for the second time, there is also a stronger sense of benefit for practitioners, even a shift in the locus of control within the relationship between teacher and learner:

‘I feel this has provided learners with a much more positive learning experience. Because they can interact with the materials, it’s become part of their own learning. The learners run with it, and we facilitate their learning. It all makes more sense now.’ Clare Boucher, lecturer, CACHE Diploma in Child Care and Education

While practitioners still maintain a guiding role, they no longer focus on instructing. The availability of a scheme of work supported by online resources for exploration and revision of core content, plus opportunities for self-assessment, means that learners have the freedom to learn under the tutelage of practitioners, in line with Rogers’ (1969) view of teachers as ‘facilitators of learning’. The use of multimedia has also enabled learners to enter more readily into the mindset of a child care professional, and the greater variety of approaches made possible in the classroom has enlivened the learning experience.

Lessons learnt
· A frequent stumbling block for practitioners with limited skills and experience is the time it takes to find, adapt and/or create resources. The support of a VLE champion with sufficient time to work alongside a subject lecturer can be critical to the development of online resources and the establishment of learner-centred learning. 

· The case study highlights the importance of a more expert colleague acting as a mentor to the practitioner during the early stages of adoption of new techniques. The best mentors may not necessarily be those with the greatest IT skills – what matters is their approachability and willingness to share their knowledge and expertise with others.

· Availability of online learning resources does not diminish the importance of the practitioner’s role. Comments from the childcare learners show that they appreciated the skill of their teacher in varying the way resources were used in class sessions so that learners had opportunities to work individually, in face-to-face groups or on the computer. Designing different sequences of activity can provide as much evidence of a practitioner’s skill as the transmission of information.
Key points for effective practice

· e-Learning content frequently requires adaptation for use in another context. Helping practitioners to resource their courses appropriately is as important as developing their ICT skills.
· Skilful combinations of online resources and face-to-face activities can promote independent, self-directed learning.

Learners’ perspectives
‘I really feel that if other subject[s] were put on in this way it would help with the subjects that some learners find difficult.’ Sarah, CACHE child care and education learner, Greenwich Community College

‘We enjoy the fact that each lesson is different. We are given a variety of choices... [it’s] eye-catching and interesting.’ Narinder, child care and education learner, Greenwich Community College

Future developments

Greenwich Community College is continuing to implement a blended learning approach across the full spectrum of workplace, community and academic settings. The senior management team aim to support achievement, enhance access to learning and meet learner expectations through the e-guide mentoring scheme and a robust e-learning strategy.
Further reading

eLIDA CAMEL project final report – www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearningpedagogy/elidacamel.aspx 
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