











technical skills amongst curriculum staff, for example, was huge, covering the full spectrum from
beginner to technical wizard. That meant that the BLTs could anticipate all sorts of varied demands
for technical support, from ‘Do it for me’ to ‘Leave it to me’. In turn the levels of enthusiasm amongst
curriculum staff represented a variety of shades. Some were clearly excited by the challenges on the
horizon, some unsure and some positively wary.

Making it work

Over the next six weeks the BLTs began working with developers, producing learning plans and then
on to the task of supporting materials development. It was at this point that some of the stress and
difficulty in the role of the BLT began to emerge. The development technology, used by all college
partners, was the software Course Genie, a package that converts Word documents to standard
HTML. The HTML output was then repackaged, using the RELOAD software, to produce a standards
compliant learning object.

For BLTs an immediate issue arising was whether to support staff in developing materials by offering
training in Course Genie, or whether to encourage staff to produce simple Word versions to be finished
by the BLT. Indeed, one of the college partners went so far as to train curriculum staff in the use of
Course Genie. However, these same staff soon came to find the work of development time consuming
and enthusiasm waned. Thus, the issue of the working relationship between BLT and curriculum
developer became a key question, and a variety of positions evolved.
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Time ticking

As the project moved through the first development phase it became obvious that time management
issues were the second major obstacle to be faced by BLTs. While the individual BLTs in each college
showed an exemplary dedication to the project needs and a keen awareness of deadlines, these were
not always shared by curriculum staff. Some BLTs found real problems in trying to get developers to
work to their deadlines, and in some cases it was almost impossible to do so. This indicated that it
was crucial to ensure that developers were properly inducted into the spirit of the project. It was also
found that curriculum staff were most successful where senior management buy-in was gained.

Package processing

Towards the end of the first development phase of the project - and again in the second phase - a
lot of the work of the BLTs became a matter of processing content into packages, and then editing
these after quality checks. We had not realised, however, quite how time consuming this would be.
Many of the processes to be followed were repetitive and did not require a lot of skill; BLTs felt that
the content packaging work prevented them from exploring some of the more technically demanding
solutions to materials production.

Collectively strong

As a group, the BLTs were remarkably successful, and the ‘let’'s make it work’ spirit they showed was
exemplary. Why was this so? In a word, ‘teamwork’. Where individual BLTs struggle with difficulties -
technical, administrative or personal - they almost always found that they could draw on the support

of other BLTs within the project team.

Working on delivery

Although the BLTs spent a great deal of their time on developing materials, the BlendEd project had
two delivery phases. At times it became difficult to remember this, as production deadlines seemed
to come to dominate the agenda for the BLTs. None the less, a great deal was achieved in terms of
working with curriculum staff to deliver the BlendEd packages. We had envisaged that BLTs would
spend a lot of time in this phase in supporting curriculum staff, and while we were never able to
achieve that goal fully, a number of the BLTs developed extremely good and supportive relationships
with staff delivering materials.

Lessons learnt

Towards the end of the BlendEd project there was a chance to take stock of the BLT experience.
What had the BLT experience been? Remarkably positive and successful was the overwhelming
answer. Each of the BLTs had felt frustrations and met problems along the way, as we have seen and
identified, but every one of the team still felt strongly and positively about the project and about the
post that had been created around them. In short the verdict of the jury was, overwhelmingly, ‘case
proven’. The Blended Learning Technologist had been born.
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The Learner Experience ¥aBlend=d

‘Adopting the BlendEd approach will mean changing the way that you do things but, we think
you'll agree, for the better.’
THE BLENDED METHODOLOGY

Looking at learners in the round

One of the key straplines for the BlendEd project was ‘re-engineering the learner experience’.
However, towards the end of the project itself we came to feel that perhaps we were guilty of talking
about ‘the learner experience’ rather than thinking more holistically, without having questioned more
thoroughly what we originally meant by the ‘learner experience’. When we talked about the experience
we primarily thought of in-classroom and out-of-classroom experience - one which was curriculum
centred and about learning. Only as some of the problems and barriers to be overcome within colleges
emerged did we start to realise that there might be a broader sense in which the learner experience
could be understood.

Inducting learners

Induction sessions were given to class groups and these sessions had a technical focus on how to
access and navigate the college’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), where to look for course
materials and how to access and navigate those materials. Usually less time and detail was given to
considerations such as independent study tips or, perhaps even more importantly, an overview of what
blended learning is and what is expected of the learner. We felt that the college partners should begin
to think about and try to answer one key question - what will we be expecting of our learners within

a college operating blended learning strategies? In turn this question leads to a second - what do we
expect the learner experience to be within one of the ‘BlendEd’ colleges? These two issues are worth
considering in a little more detail.

What kind of experience?

The project needed to address two questions: what will we be expected of our learners within a
college operating blended learning strategies, and what do we expect the learner experience to

be within one of the ‘BlendEd’ colleges? We felt these questions needed to be looked at together -
outlining in each instance what shape the learning experience will first take, and then considering
what demands that makes of the induction processes. The vision for the project was always of a wider
application of the model we had developed, which would mean delivering learning to the majority of
students through blended learning strategies. How would this then look from the learner’s point of
view, entering such a college?
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On the platform

It is to be assumed that most if not all students would be enrolled on the VLE, and that this would
become an integral part of and platform for the learning experience. In turn this system might well be
supplemented by additional software platforms that coped with the administrative aspects of learning.

Therefore, one of the induction demands in respect of our learners will be for us to give the learners a
clear and comprehensible picture of the systems they will encounter, what they are for, what they do
and how to use them. This instruction will also have to be delivered in a range of formats, to cope with
different types of learner needs, and at a level of comprehension that is appropriate even to those with
no previous technical experience.

IT skills

When we discuss the learner’s use of the VLE we are drawn to consider at the same time the next,
equally vital topic - the IT skill levels that we expect from the learner. Learners will have to be
empowered to use the range of tools available to them. This means two things:
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Firstly we will have to have in place clear guidelines to our learners about the expectations that are
going to be made of them. Will we expect our learners, for example, to come to us with a base level
of IT skills, before undertaking one of our courses? Probably not - but we would want to have a clear
description of the IT skills we will expect learners to acquire, the baseline set of skills that will be
needed. In turn these expectations will have to be both realistic and transparent.

Then, secondly, if we are making these expectations of our learners, we will have to put in place the
means to help them achieve these. That will probably mean adequate skills testing against a baseline
statement, and making the testing part of our pre-course provision.

Independent learners

It would be all too easy to think that in focusing on IT skills, and the software systems and
infrastructures for learning, that we will be coping with all of our learner needs. Yet this would be to
ignore the fact that, although e-enabled learning is a key additional element in the blended approach,
an even more significant change is being demanded of our learners in this model - the ability to take
responsibility for learning and to become independent learners.

Our evaluation study showed that one of the key impacts of BlendEd was to make far greater demands
on the learner in terms of initiating, directing and pacing his or her own learning. Some students
relished the opportunities afforded, but others were far less enamoured of the changes, and some
seemed to even resent the absence of the familiar teacher-learner relationship they had come to
know and expect.

Older or mature learners seemed, paradoxically, to relish the challenge and the associated freedoms
more, while many of the younger learners expressed a preference for purely lecturer-led models.

Re-thinking the classroom experience

It became clear to us that we were not just involved in re-engineering the learning experience, but
also in re-engineering the relationship between the tutor and the learner, and that we were therefore,
in our new model, making new and different expectations about how that relationship will work. Both
lecturers and learners saw value in the traditional teacher-led learning experience, and we would
certainly not seek to remove or marginalise this. Instead, we are asking that individuals on both sides
of the relationship, staff and students, are capable of moving into and out of that particular type of
learning strategy and, equally so, moving into and out of other types of strategy, as needed.

The demands this expectation makes on the learner will need to be supported, through the sort of
study skills induction framework that we have already suggested. But the lecturer too will need our
support if this new relationship is to function properly. We will have to provide the lecturer with better
models of how to construct a relationship with the learner, and how to function in the classroom.
Finally, we will have to ensure that both lecturers and learners are clear about why we are doing this
and what the vision of the BlendEd model has to offer them.
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Learnin g Experience

The Content Development Story #iBlend=d

The development process for the BlendEd project has involved a steep learning curve for everyone

involved. Hopefully it will provide many valuable lessons for the sector as a whole. The original project
bid states that:

‘the aim of the proposal is ... to introduce a pedagogically sound “Blended” delivery model
which provides benefits such as efficiency, flexibility, and enhanced student experience within
mainstream provision.’

Not content

The project was concerned fundamentally with transforming delivery. This required producing a range
of materials to help lecturers move to a blended learning model. But we could not simply be content
with creating content — we had to be able to make the materials work in delivery.

A content creation methodology was devised, which relied heavily on the use of Horizon Wimba's
Course Genie and the Reusable eLearning Object Authoring and Delivery (RELOAD) tool to create
IMS-compliant learning packages. The Central Development Team at Reid Kerr also provided a tool to
create content package metadata easily (the Metadata Generator]).

The aim of this approach was to create robust and reliable packages, which were genuinely
interoperable.

Fit for the (re)purpose

Another project aim was to try and use as much existing content as possible. A key role of the BLTs
was therefore to help the Curriculum Developers (CDs) find appropriate content. In many ways this
added to the complexity of the development process, as repurposing existing content often led to
copyright issues. None the less, many of the finished packages managed to make use of third-party
content.

It was also important to ensure that the finished packages created by the project could continue to
be repurposed. The methodology that was eventually settled on, after a few initial attempts, aimed to
provide users with the full range of assets, accessible from a single web page, and the packages can
be easily amended or repurposed. We hope that this will help future-proof these resources for many
years to come.
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How did we get here?

The initial project bid identified Higher National Diploma (HND) Business and Higher National
Certificate [HNC) Social Care as the areas for development. The next stage was to take each of the
individual units and split them into topics. This involved the BLTs and CDs working on the Learning
Plan for each unit. Although the CDs may have found this a laborious task, they definitely found the
plans useful.

A key advantage of using this topic-based approach was to ensure that we could get as much mileage
as possible out of each package. We wanted a topic pack to be used across as many different subject
areas as was practicable. For example, a topic on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs could be used in a
range of courses, not simply one specific unit of HND Business.

With each topic now identified it was on to the actual content package creation. The BLTs worked
closely with the CDs to produce/identify useful resources. A naming convention was in turn used to
identify the packages based on the unit number and the topic number from the Learning Plan.

Templates were provided for a title page, section introduction and unit study guide. The main body
of the package comprised HTML pages generated from a Word document using Course Genie. All
other resources were wrapped up within the generated Word document. The finished materials were
content packaged in an IMS format, using RELOAD.

The development process was split into two main phases. The volume of packages being produced in
both phases was ambitious and led to pressurised timescales for all those involved. As a result, the
BLTs were tested to the full, but managed to deliver the vast bulk of materials on schedule.

#BlendEd
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Going retro

At the end of the first development phase it became apparent that there were a couple of issues that
needed addressing.

One of these was the creation of assets organisation within the packages. This allowed any end-user
easily to access each of the individual assets that went into a topic package. The advantage of this
would be to simplify the repurposing process for the users.

Some technical issues also surfaced. File naming conventions needed to be strictly adhered to if
the packages were to work properly across a range of VLEs. This meant that the packages that
had already been created needed to be amended to bring them in line with the new guidelines. The
process of sorting out these issues was referred to as retro-fitting.

Next phases

The second phase of development was coupled with a pilot of the phase 1 materials. This increased
the workload of the project team as they tried to cope with two simultaneous processes.

Further piloting took place in phase 3, along with the repackaging of each topic as a result of the
Quality Assurance (QA) process. A criticism levelled at the piloting stage was that staff were being
asked to pilot materials that were generally still in their first draft. This was far from ideal, but
unavoidable due to the tight timescales associated with the project.

QC - quality counts

The first versions of the packages were peer reviewed by lecturing staff from a range of colleges
(including colleges outside of the consortium). These reviews were then returned to the CDs/BLTs.
The CDs were involved in determining whether any changes were required, and to what extent. The
CD had final say on any suggested changes from the peer review stage, which then necessitated the
topics being repackaged. Production edit was the next stage of the QA process. In this instance, all
reasonable changes were to be accepted. In hindsight, we realised that it was important at the outset
to ensure that clear guidelines were given to the Production Editors, to ensure they knew what was
within their remit.

The final stage was to send the revised packages for final proofreading. All changes were accepted,
and packages regenerated by the BLTs, to provide the final working package.

Lessons learnt

A range of issues has been addressed as a result of the development process. We now know how to
create robust interoperable content packages for use within the range of VLEs tested.

We also know that:
A rigorous QA process is also essential to ensure that we end up with a polished final product

It helps if a suitable Curriculum Developer is identified
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Producing content for 45 credits (400+ topic packages) was ambitious, but achievable

Without the hard work and dedication of the BLTs to create materials and support the teaching
staff then the challenge would have been much more difficult

We now understand many of the issues that need to be addressed when creating online content

packages

The BlendEd project was not simply about creating content packages. It was about adopting a new

pedagogically sound method of delivery.

We now understand that the challenge in many ways is just beginning. It is now time to ensure that
we use what we have learned to promote the advantages of the BlendEd learning methodology and to
embed this within institutional delivery to achieve a genuine transformational change.
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