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Overview of Project

1. Background

The focus of the proposed project is to identify the ways in which new undergraduate students create a blended environment for themselves, and the ways in which institutions and practitioners can use these blending preferences and behaviours in tailoring their provision for teaching and learning support. 

Students’ “blending” of learning is a mix of activities drawing on informal and formal learning environments as well as previous experiences and current conceptions of learning (and e-learning). The initial scoping study, investigating learners’ current experience of e-learning and their needs and expectations for the future, demonstrated the high complexity of the context for research in this area. The student body one needs to draw on is increasingly diverse, the tools and technologies at our disposal are ever-evolving in sophistication and the opportunities to communicate and learn in different ways are growing with alarming speed. Even for so-called ‘expert’ learners, these changes can be disconcerting. For novice e-learners, it can result in disadvantage and exclusion (as they can feel ‘left behind’) rather than equality and inclusion. There is therefore a need to ensure students are supported to continually update and admit new approaches.

Students’ learning activities require them to blend provision and experience across a wide range of physical and virtual dimensions. Interviews with half a dozen first year students (full and part time, UK and international) have been conducted in preparation for this proposal. These interviews indicate that students prefer to use their own choice of technologies, such as MSN, because they can be integrated with their existing extra-curricular activities, and the activities of their peers outside the education system. University systems are then added onto these platforms but can remain peripheral. The degree to which this is representative of students is, at this stage, highly conjectural, but these results do demonstrate that blending of various virtual and physical environments is a process that students actively undertake.

In this sense, e-learning innovation can often be in conflict with students’ own behaviours and capabilities. The project adds a key dimension to the JISC programme, because it will examine the ways in which students’ use of technology in the institutional domain relates to their other learning experiences and how it fits around their lives and jobs. The designers of innovative learning and teaching in ‘piloting’ particular e-approaches must take into account the ways in which students ‘naturally’ use technology in everyday life as well as in their approaches to study, assessment and interaction with peers and tutors. How better to improve the experience for students than to encourage tutors to adopt their students’ preferred reflective and communication platforms. An understanding of the broad matrix of the variety in students’ preferences and skills development needs is likely to foster reflection on existing learning designs. 

The proposed work builds on Warwick’s and Northumbria's longstanding reputation for excellence and innovation in teaching and learning. Through the evaluation of new pedagogic initiatives in academic practice and student learning, the proposed study seeks to identify student and staff needs and recommend solutions to inform support provision in central services and academic departments.

2. Aims and Objectives

Objectives

The proposed study aims to explore the ways in which students blend the types of learning available to them, both from the personal domain and the institutional domain. This information will be used to inform and make recommendations to institutions and staff about how best to draw on students’ experiences in order to improve support for their learning. The project will provide information about the various tools and environments, as well as adaptations to these, which students use to communicate and learn, and will attempt to do so in reference to a set of different categories of student types. The project will suggest strategies for meeting the needs of this range of students through changing course design and support requirements.

Outputs

The project will gather information on preferences, intentions and behaviours in ‘blending’ learning resulting in a set of ‘typical use patterns’. While the research methodology underpins a qualitative and holistic view, the project will particularly focus on how students engage with collaborative work, personal development planning and support services. Where appropriate, this will be correlated to specific characteristics of learners, such as cultural background, language, gender, subject discipline, disability and so forth and drawing out factors such as access, IT confidence, study skills and information management. The outputs will be:

· a set of case studies based on prevalent ‘patterns’ of choice and behaviour and the characteristics and factors that may influence tendencies towards such practices. 

· a suggested set of user types to help inform an understanding of the range of student needs

· a set of needs and statements from students in each category, developing the categories and making them “real”

· A set of recommendations to support services regarding student needs

· A final project report reflecting our own experience of the project and our development as practitioners

These outputs are defined in more detail in section 4 below.

Outcomes

Working in partnership with students, learners’ expressions of their own blending process is likely to be highly empowering in enhancing engagement with e-learning components of their courses. The research methodology will endeavour to take a ‘naturalistic’ approach, resulting in “purposeful samples” rather than purposeful sampling. By identifying a set of ‘patterns’ of blending, based on the beliefs, intentions and strategies of students, tutors and academic support services are in a better position to undertake the necessary “gap analysis” in training and development. In so doing, the project’s research questions contribute to a number of those identified in the scoping study review.

3. Overall Approach

The following factors are likely to influences the approaches students take for their study:

· informal and formal learning

· previous experience and current experience.

In addition, students’ blending of learning is likely to draw from a matrix of learning environments, such as those represented below:

	
	Physical environment
	Virtual environment

	Institutional
	Library, Collaborative Learning Spaces, common rooms, learning cafés, placements
	VLE, web pages, blogging systems, e-portfolios, online tests, student portals

	Personal
	Bedroom, kitchen, café, workplace
	MSN, MySpace, Hotmail, Bebo, Instant Messaging, SMS/MMS


Together, these represent both opportunities and challenges/threats in the transition that new undergraduate students experience in starting university. Not only have their institutional physical and virtual environments changed, but (unless they continue in the parental home) so have their personal physical ones. The only constancy may be their personal virtual community. The experience that students bring of blending their various environments, and the influence these established communities and practices have on their current learning, is also a factor in their university education.

The project supports the research questions put forward in section 21.2 of JISC Circular 05/06 in many ways, and focuses predominantly on the issues of choice, personalisation and critical moments. However, it is highly likely the work will have implications for institutional policies in terms of student and staff development and tutor support, and institutional systems in terms of integrating tools used in the personal domain but currently outside the systems that support the formal curriculum. 

We propose to examine:

· What tools and environments, physical and virtual, are students using that they feel are especially useful to their learning? 

· What did they use them for, how did they combine them and how effective were they perceived to be? What other types of physical or virtual tools or environments would have been useful and why?

· What influences their choices as to which options they select or omit (e.g. working at home or University, working with University-provided platforms or other platforms, working in virtual groups or physically-present groups)?

· Have the students changed the way(s) they use tools and environments since commencing university? (If so, how have they managed the transition of these blends from pre-University to undergraduate study?)

· What are their expectations of how their learning will be facilitated at university? Are these being met? How could the university/department do more within these areas to facilitate the students’ preferred modes of blending of their learning?

· How do staff and institutions draw on this information to enhance their services to students and staff/educational development?
The methodology employed for this project phenomenological in that it draws exclusively on the personal reflection of the students concerned. This methodology has been selected due to its appropriateness for a study that is taking a grounded approach to a field that is largely under-researched, and is predominantly investigating the perceptions and intentions students have of their activity and their experiences of blending learning. It is not possible to determine from our sample how representative they are of the entire student body, the aim is to develop an indicative typology of student types and needs. However, the findings will, it is anticipated, offer a flavour of the kinds of ways in which students are blending tools and environments at their disposal. 

The study will not make pre-selections based on the types of technology used, since the nature of the investigation is to identify the range of technologies that students choose themselves. A full range of technologies will be considered, however, since the absence of use of a technology (for example, e-portfolios) may reveal as much information as considering those technologies that are used.

The students involved in the study will fall across the two participating institutions and engage in the work in three main ways:

1. Broad based interviews involving undergraduate students 

A cohort of first year undergraduate students will be identified and will engage in a series of semi-structured interviews conducted by the project officer. The goal of these interviews will be to determine the range of approaches that students have taken or intend to take in blending e-learning tools and physical and virtual environments to support their learning. The interviews will include questions around the factors influencing their choice of learning activities, the adaptations/changes made to their study strategies in the light of experience and what they perceive the institution could do to improve physical spaces and virtual learning environments and use of information and communication tools.

2. Intensive study documented through reflective logs

From the main study group, students will be recruited to form a core group who will be asked to log their activities, and communicate about their experiences, through a platform of their own choice. The students will also take part in tutoring activities with the project staff, demonstrating their personal technologies and the way in which they are used. A specific aim of this selection process will be the inclusion of special needs students and international students as these are two groups whose support needs are of particular interest.

3. Research-based study

Two students per year will be contracted to work as researchers on their own in-depth study, as far as possible under the aegis of Warwick’s Undergraduate Research Scholarship Scheme (URSS), an annual competition. Students on the scheme are appointed a mentor and work over the summer months on their own research, producing a report and disseminating the results in a number of ways, including a poster and presentation at an annual event supported by the HE Academy to which academics from across the UK are invited. The specific nature of their study will be negotiated with the individual student, but its general remit will be to conduct a survey of their peers, and to recount their own and their peer groups’ experiences of blending learning. 

Since, ethically and pragmatically we can only ask for volunteers in the study, the students participating is inevitably likely to be a self-selected sample. Efforts will be made to ensure that when selecting from the above set to form the intensive group, variations in IT literacy and faculty are represented as far as possible, although recognising that, to an extent, the self-selection process may inevitably bias the cohort towards those experienced in ICT. 

There will be a pilot cohort in year 1 (Mar 07- Jul 07) and a study cohort in year 2 (07/08 academic year) that will aim to establish an initial typology of students and students’ blending patterns that can be applied and reviewed in future cohorts and test out sustainability of the research methodology. 10 students for each institution will be recruited during the pilot phase and 20 students for each institution will be recruited during the main phase.
4. Project Outputs

The deliverables stem from the research findings, providing a picture of typical use patterns of students’ blending preferences and behaviours as well as a synthesis of evidence that can inform:

1. Institutions when developing systems, tools and environments

2. Academic staff and educational/e-learning developers when designing e-learning

3. Students when developing study strategies

The outputs from the project will include:

· Literature review
· An analysis report from the interviews with students identifying preferences, intentions/strategies and behaviours

· A set of case studies formed from the intensive study group and offering examples and background to some typical use patterns

· Research reports from the students undertaking URSS type projects.

· A project report detailing the working of the project and its achievements with respect to the project plan

These will be synthesised to create guidelines for individual staff, academic departments and institutional student support centres (e.g. Warwick’s Learning Grid, Northumbria’s Library and the Study Skills Centre as well as the wider community) on: 

· how to support students’ blending of learning,

· how to draw upon students’ own resources for developing learning

· how to incorporate students’ own blending of learning in service delivery.

· Recommendations for future strategy, planning, staff development and student study skills support based on the evidence of students’ preferences and practices will be a key output of the work 

5. Project Outcomes

The project will produce preliminary explorations of the learning activity of students once they are outside of the direct influence of teachers. This will hopefully improve our understanding of how best to support the needs of students in these circumstances, both for lecturers and for support services, particularly libraries. This will also be of use to those providing professional development training for lecturers and support services.
There is also the potential for these to reveal new learning methodologies that have been developed by students themselves. It is anticipated that this will be of particular significance in the area of e-learning. The opportunity to draw on the experiences, knowledge and skills of students will provide the HE sector with a novel area of expertise with which to share with the learning and teaching community. An incidental effect of this will be a reversal of the usual role of learner and teacher. This will be of benefit in placing the student at the centre of the learning experience within these institutions.

Furthermore, this project is based fundamentally on the engagement with students as reflective learners. An outcome of the project will be experience of what means of eliciting student participation in research prove to be particularly effective. This will be an experience that can be shared within the HE community across many disciplines.

In terms of outcomes of relevance to the community, it is anticipated that the findings of the project and above deliverables, which draw upon these findings, will offer evidence and advice in terms of the following:

· best practice in blended learning design for teachers and how to build in appropriate quality assurance mechanisms

· the pedagogical and technical infrastructure needed for blended activities in courses

· the kinds of self-directed and interactive learning by students involved in blended approaches to study

· typical use patterns derived from the interviews and detailed case studies developed during the project

· guidance on the assessment of student learning from blended activities and the evaluation of the effectiveness of skills development

· the kinds of training and advice that can be offered locally in staff and student development support centres, and nationally through the activities of the JISC and HE Academy.

· guidelines for those with responsibility for physical learning spaces (including estates teams) ie what they should be considering from the student perspective in designing new learning spaces.
implications for institutional policies with respect to provision of support for students’ own technology
6. Stakeholder Analysis

List key stakeholder groups and individuals that will be interested in your project outcomes, will be affected by them, or whose support/approval is essential, both within your institution and in the community, and assess their importance (low/medium/high).

	Stakeholder
	Interest / stake
	Importance

	Librarians
	Pushing boundaries of students’ learning experiences
Shaping service provision

Identifying how to market provision
	High

	Staff developers
	Informing provision of staff development activities
	High

	Lecturers
	Improving practice
	High

	IT services
	Identifying new technologies to develop 
	Medium

	Students
	Enabling institutions to better meet needs
	High

	JISC
	Funding body, therefore information and guidance on best practice to inform the FE and HE communities; to further research developments
	High

	Reinvention Centre CETL 
	Disseminating practice
	Medium

	External stakeholders ie SCONUL  and Higher Education Academy
	Disseminating practice
	Medium


7. Risk Analysis

List factors that could pose a risk to the project’s success, assess their likelihood and severity, and how you will prevent them from happening (or manage them if they if they occur).  Cover the types of risks listed and any others that apply.

	Risk
	Probability

(1-5)
	Severity

(1-5)
	Score

(P x S)
	Action to Prevent/Manage Risk

	Staffing
	
	
	
	

	Staff members end contracts
	2
	3
	6
	Staff members have spare capacity contractually so extra time can be added to time on project and funds reallocated

	Staff members unavailable
	2
	2
	4
	Plan ahead. Schedule project around people’s availability. Build larger network of expertise from which to draw

	Clash of time with other projects
	2
	2
	4
	Identify busy periods on other projects. Draw on other projects’ findings.

	Organisational
	
	
	
	

	Timing of study limits student participation
	3
	3
	9
	overlapping phases can be accommodated within the research methodology and allocation of time within the project team

	Low engagement from students/failure to manage log/diary etc.
	3
	4
	12
	Closer monitoring and support; 

clarity about or increase in incentives.

	Lack of clear outline in findings at end of phase 4
	2
	4
	8
	Work with JISC and other projects to refine methodology and research questions.

	Low recruitment of students
	2
	4
	8
	Increase, or identify more appropriate, incentive

	Differing opinions between project members on how to progress research
	2
	2
	4
	Refer to project plan, specifically research questions and outputs. Engage in frequent communication to maximise potential for coherent views

	Technical
	
	
	
	

	Lack of expertise on the part of:     
· participants

· team receiving and analysing data
	1

2
	3

4
	3

8
	· Students selected for project unable/unwilling to use technology
· Students use new technologies presenting access difficulties and training needs for researchers  

	External suppliers
	
	
	
	

	No external suppliers
	
	
	
	

	Legal
	
	
	
	

	Students disclose activity that is commits plagiarism or copyright infringement
	1
	5
	5
	Discuss legal position with JISC. Identify rights and responsibilities of competing demands of confidentiality and disclosure of possibly criminal activity. 


8. Standards

No technical standards or specifications are employed within the project.

9. Technical Implementation
At present, the project includes no specific technologies or development needs, however this may change depending upon the logging methods employed by the project participants. If students use new technologies which are unfamiliar to the researchers this could present access difficulties and specific training needs for researchers.  
10. Intellectual Property Rights

The ownership of intellectually property developed by the project will be owned jointly by the University of Warwick, the University of Northumbria and JISC. No third party properties will be incorporated into project outputs. 
Project outputs will be made available, free at the point of use, to the UK FE and HE community in perpetuity, and these my be disseminated widely in partnership with JISC. The reports will be non-exclusively licensed to JISC and its representatives allowing these organisations to use, archive and share the work.

Project Resources

11. Project Partners

The project partners are the University of Warwick (lead partner) and the University of Northumbria. 
Northumbria will identify and contact the Northumbrian students involved, and contribute to the research questions and agenda. Northumbria University will hold a copy of all data collected from Northumbria participants.  Northumbria staff is comprised of a co-director and an operations manager.

Warwick will identify and contact the Warwick students involved, and contribute to the research questions and agenda. Warwick will conduct all of the interviewing and analysis of data. Warwick staff are comprised of a co-director, a project manager and a research associate

The main contact is Mark Childs m.childs@warwick.ac.uk
A consortium agreement will be signed on or before 31.7.07

12. Project Management

The University of Warwick will act as lead site and will have responsibility for the overall management and delivery of the project, including the planning of outputs, deliverables and milestones. The management team will consist of Co-directors placed in each of the partner institutions:

Dr Jay Dempster, Centre for Academic & Professional Development (CAPD) at University of Warwick 
Mrs Carole Moreland & Professor Jane Core Library & Learning Services, Northumbria University

The Project co-ordinator is Mark Childs (CAPD). The Project Officer will be based in the lead department. The project directors will report in the usual ways on teaching and learning and e-learning to their respective department and institution.

A project advisory group will be established at an early stage to ensure representation of the project throughout the funded period and beyond and to draw on expertise elsewhere. The group will meet annually, but briefings and input are likely to be predominantly online. Permanent members of the group are the project co-directors, the head of elab (Warwick’s software development unit), the University of Warwick Librarian and the Warwick Learning Grid Manager. 

The CETL directors, and student union and academic staff representatives at both institutions will also be approached on an ad hoc basis to contribute. It will report to e-Learning Steering Group, and liaise with Student Liaison Committees and BECTa, as well as other JISC projects, to take account of existing or planned student surveys that are of relevance to the project’s research. Given the rapid changes in information and communications technologies, this will help to facilitate future research and build on lessons learned to inform and sustain knowledge transfer as on-going institutional practice.

The project is a collaboration between the University of Warwick and Northumbria University and will form a partnership between academic development departments, learning resource departments and academic departments, as well as links with CETLs at the two institutions. 

This project management structure aims to minimise the risk of slippage by ensuring full engagement within the institutions.

University of Warwick Project Team

Dr. Jay Dempster

Co Director

jay.dempster@warwick.ac.uk
Mr. Mark Childs


Project Manager (0.1)
m.childs@warwick.ac.uk
Ms. Rossana Espinoza-Ramos
Project Officer

r.espinoza@warwick.ac.uk
University of Northumbria Project Team

Mrs Carole Moreland

Co Director

carole.moreland@unn.ac.uk
Professor Jane Core

Co Director

jane.core@unn.ac.uk

Mrs Annie Kilner 

Operations Manager
annie.kilner@unn.ac.uk
The project has no training needs at present (see sections 7 ‘Risk Analysis’ and 9 ‘Technical Implementation’ for possible future training needs).
13. Programme Support

Advice required on:

The legal position of the project if students disclose plagiarism or copyright infringement


Opportunities for dissemination

14. Budget

See appendix A
Detailed Project Planning

16. Evaluation Plan

	Timing
	Factor to Evaluate
	Questions to Address
	Method(s)
	Measure of Success

	End of pilot phase
	Effectiveness of methodology
	Are the research questions appropriate to the study?
Will the methodology as laid out in the plan achieve the meaningful results?

Can the interviewing technique be changed to improve the quality and quantity of the data collected?

Is the support and structure of the logging effective?
	Analysis and reflection
	The development of a methodology that meets the stated aims of the project.
A set of user patterns or student learning descriptors against which research questions and methodology can be defined for the main phase of the project.

	End of main phase
	Richness and appropriateness of data
	Do the categories developed make sense in light of the data?
Do the data produced convey enough information to be usable and useful?

Is the data and analysis coherent enough to produce guidance?
	Analysis and reflection
	The creation of a set of categories or learner styles/types (defined through analysis of the data) each with a rich set of data for each category. 
Case studies that effectively illustrate the categories/styles.
A series of guidance notes based on the findings.

	End of project
	Value and usefulness of guidance.
	Are the categories/learner styles underpinning the guidance valid?
Are the guidance notes relevant to HEIs?

Can individual HEIs adapt research findings to their local needs?
	Direct feedback from peers (e.g. librarians, information professionals, academics, JISC) as part of dissemination.
	Papers accepted by conferences and journals. Positive response from presentations. Uptake of guidance notes at institutions. Further research conducted within institutions.


17. Quality Plan

	Output
	Timing
	Quality criteria
	QA method(s)
	Evidence of compliance
	Quality responsibilities
	Quality tools 

(if applicable)

	Literature review


	End of pilot
	Usable data
	Review by Project Manager?

	Literature on learner needs is comprehensive accounted.
	The project manager
	N/A

	Set of pilot data
	End of pilot
	Usable data
	Review within team and participants?
	Categories/learner styles and data are accepted by team for next phase.
	The project team and participants
	N/A

	Set of data
	End of main phase
	Depth, breadth and quality of data sufficient to be usable and useful
	Review within team continuously throughout project to ensure quality of data
	Data can be analysed to create report
	The project team
	N/A

	Set of case studies
	End of project
	Useful,  illustrative and supported by data
	Review within team
	Case studies are effective illustration of data
	The project team
	N/A

	Research reports
	End of main phase
	To be negotiated with students
	Review within team
	To be negotiated with students
	The project team
	N/A

	Project report
	End of project
	Accurately and effectively reflects working of project. 
	Review within team and with programme manager
	Report accepted by JISC.
	The project manager
	N/A


18. Dissemination Plan

The specifics of the dissemination are entirely dependent upon the nature of the research findings. The appropriate communities will include FE and HE, but which parts (academics, IT departments, libraries, estates) will only be determinable when, and if, useful data are acquired.
	Timing
	Dissemination Activity
	Audience
	Purpose
	Key Message

	From end of main phase onwards
	Internal training programmes at Warwick and Northumbria
	Library and information professionals, academics, ITS  Estates
	Awareness of  findings
	Key findings and recommendations.

	Between end of main phase and end of project.
	Workshops
	FE and HE community
	To disseminate findings
	Key findings and recommendations.

	Between end of main phase and end of project.
	Potential conferences will be identified during the course of the project in order to allow time for submission of papers.
	FE & HE community
	To disseminate findings
	Key findings and recommendations.

	After end of project
	Potential journals will be identified during the course of the project in order to allow time for submission of papers. 
	FE & HE community
	To disseminate findings
	Key findings and recommendations.


19. Exit and Sustainability Plans

	Project Outputs
	Action for Take-up & Embedding
	Action for Exit

	Reports
	Dissemination through relevant media including print & websites
	Publish, upload and make available all reports to community

	Guidance materials
	Dissemination through relevant media including print & websites
	Publish, upload and make available all guidance materials to community

	Workshop materials
	Workshop activity
	Embed within internal training programmes.



	Project Outputs
	Why Sustainable
	Scenarios for Taking Forward
	Issues to Address

	Workshop materials
	May have longevity and relevance beyond end of project
	Placement of workshops within staff development programmes.
	Ensuring relevance. Ensuring visibility.

	Guidance materials
	Must have longevity and relevance beyond end of project.
	‘made available to educational community via websites & Web 2.0 technologies
	Ensuring relevance. Ensuring visibility.


Appendixes

Appendix A. Project Budget

Appendix B. Workpackages
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