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0 Overview

Computer networks provide the flexibility necessary for successful delivery of education and
training in alearning society. Exploiting these networks with new communications technologies
can enhance the quality of network based learning, if properly conceived and implemented.
Learners can study in their own time, at their own pace and choose their own course, whilst
feeling part of avirtual learning community rather than isolated learners.

For two years, the SHEFC funded TALiSMAN project has provided a programme of training
and awareness to enable staff at Scottish Higher Education Institutions to benefit from the
Metropolitan Area Networks which link them. A significant part of this programme (>600
training places) has been delivered online.

Here we describe two alternative approaches to delivering online staff development which we
have followed. The report will discuss our experiences of these two approaches and highlight
issues inherent in the design and delivery of staff development programmes online. We will
recommend ways of maximising the learning experience whilst retaining a flexible and scalable
delivery structure.

A second report of this project will extend these findings and discuss the suitability and potential
role of commercial and freely available Virtual Learning Environments in the delivery of online
staff development programmes.
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1 Background

1.1 Introduction

The use of computers to support teaching in Higher Education has increased dramatically in
recent years. Network infrastructure improvements and technology developments, (in particular
the World Wide Web (WWW)) are providing exciting opportunities for the use of computersin
all disciplines. These developments have coincided with an evolving role for education as more
students wish to study part-time, at a distance, or wish to integrate their education with their
professional career. In addition, the creation of alearning society, where individuals are
encouraged to continue to learn throughout their life demands new models of teaching, which do
not rely heavily on face to face teaching or strict progression schedules. Universities have
recognised this changing need for educational provision and are investigating more flexible
teaching methods to enter new markets such as distance learning, work-based learning and part-
time study. Within Higher Education, there is a movement towards greater formalisation of staff
skillsand it is anticipated that new delivery mechanisms will be exploited to achieve this. The
combination of new technologies and network delivery isideally suited to provide flexible
provision and also establish distributed |earner communities to support the learning process. In
the context of staff development, such a combination provides:

Flexibility: allowing material to be delivered on demand, enabling learning independent of
time or location constraints,

Economy of Scale: allowing delivery of learning programmes which might not have been
possible within smaller institutions, especialy those specialising in asingle field such as art
colleges,

Extensibility: allowing the development of banks of modular materials for curricula, which
can be tailored to specific staff needs over a specific period of time,

Co-working: extending the scope for collaboration (and sharing) with othersin similar
positions at different institutions, enhancing the learning experience,

Standar disation: enabling the adoption of recognised qualifications across the sector.

1.2 The Scottish MANs and UMI Projects

As an example of the improvement in I T infrastructure and its impact on staff devel opment,
consider the developments in Scottish HE. In 1995 and 1996 the Scottish Higher Education
Funding Council (SHEFC) funded the creation and installation of a high speed, reliable network
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of Metropolitan Area Networks (MANS) linking the Higher Education Institutions within the
sector. This network (the Scottish Metropolitan Area Network) provides a capacity of 155MBps
(Mega Bits per second) split between Internet traffic (WWW, email, desktop videoconferencing
etc.) and MAN (or studio quality) videoconferencing with extra capacity reserved for special
uses such as parallel computing and music teaching.

To complement this investment in infrastructure, SHEFC funded a number of projects under the
Use of MANS Initiative (UMI, [1]). These projects were intended to encourage the use of the
newly created MANS. The projects funded under UMI phase one fell into three strands:

1. Infrastructurelmprovements: to upgrade local network infrastructure and allow individual
users to benefit from a connection to the MAN,

2. Applications: to encourage users to exploit the networks for teaching and resource provision
and to encourage cross-institutional collaboration,

3. Staff Development: to ensure that staff are aware of the potential of these networks and have
the opportunity to acquire appropriate skills to exploit them.

The TALISMAN (Teaching and Learning in Scottish Metropolitan Area Networks [2]) project
was set up in June 1996 under the staff development strand of UMI to encourage the use of
networks by staff at the 21 Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) connected to the Scottish
MANSs. A programme of events providing a combination of training and awareness was
developed and delivered to the 21 institutions throughout Scotland.

Whilst most of the training was to be delivered face to face it was anticipated that some of this
training would be delivered online to:

serve as an exemplar of the opportunities of using networks for teaching and training,
make use of an appropriate tool given the subject,
provide experience of electronic learning to staff,

reach awider audience.

Aspart of its first year activities, TALISMAN carried out a Training Needs Analysis (TNA)
surveying the training requirements of academic and research staff at all 21 HE Institutions in
Scotland [3]. The TNA confirmed awillingness to accept this type of training: " Although staff
expressed a strong preference for traditional methods of training and support, most were willing
to receive training by a variety of non-traditional methods including network-supported open
and flexible learning... ... TALISVMIAN should offer a mix of traditional courses and training via
on-demand distant methods such as network-delivered open and flexible learning...”
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1.3 Other Relevant Studies

Since the TALISMAN training needs analysis was completed a number of other studies have
identified similar needs within the UK HE sector. A few are discussed below.

In early 1998, SHEFC began a comprehensive review of their C&IT provision by carrying out a
consultation exercise with representatives from the 21 Scottish HEI's and other relevant bodies.
The results of this consultation were reported in acircular letter in April 1998 [4]. On staff
development, the authors were clear about the potential role of C&IT: "The most widely
recognised need, for the further development of the use of C&IT in higher education and
especially in Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TL&A), is an extended range of staff
development activities. These range fromthe provision of training in basic IT skills for all staff
to the rethinking of the processes of TL& A in the light of the enhanced facilities that C&IT can
provide. Many responses emphasised the need to embed the C& 1T development in the wider
issue of the reformulation of the processes of teaching and learning, moving from conventional
delivery mechanisms to more independent, resource-based learning, facilitated and supported by
academic staff. The programme should be pedagogy-led rather than being technology-led.” The
report goes on to highlight the role of new technologies in facilitating this staff development:
"The important contributions of CTl, LTDI and TALiSMAN to increasing the awareness and
abilities of academic staff in the Scottish HE sector were recognised. In the next stage of
development, the need was expressed to exploit C&IT itself (through means such as
videoconferencing, and the production and use of 1 T-based staff development materials) to bring
the devel opment activities closer to the individuals who need them, and to allow a wide
participation from experts across the sector.”

The report of the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (the Dearing Report [5])
was concerned with all aspects of Higher Education, but some of its findings relate to the use of
C&IT in Teaching and Learning. Discussing students and learning, the report recognises the
central role of C&IT along with the attendant need for appropriate staff devel opment
(Recommendation 9). Furthermore it is thought important to formalise such training within a
proposed ‘ Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education’ (Recommendation 14). On
staff development, the report stresses that whilst C&IT has much to offer, it isimportant to
develop its potential carefully - with appropriate training, recognising the role already played by
TALISMAN: “Training and support in the use of C&IT isanissueinitsownright. In such
training we imagine that institutions will wish to draw on materials already developed in the
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sector such as the Netskills project at the University of Newcastle and the TALISMAN activities
being carried out by Heriot-Watt University on behalf of the Scottish Institutions” (para. 14.19).

The recent “Evaluation of the Computers in Teaching Initiative and Teaching and Learning
Technology Support Network” report [6] scrutinises the current role of these initiativesin
promoting the use of C&IT within the UK Higher Education community. This report recognised
the importance of C&IT in enabling the development of new learning strategies, and satisfying
the changing expectations of students and employers (para. 5).

Each of these studies recognises the future importance of C&IT to staff development and
specifically the role of networks in making staff development flexible.

1.4 TALiISMAN Online Activities

TALISMAN has now investigated and used a number of approaches to deliver courses online -
as staged delivery courses and as open learning. The aim of this study is to report our
experiences and to draw general conclusions as to the future potential for networks in the
delivery of staff development. TALISMAN first used an approach based on simple web pages,
supported with simple discussion forum software. Subsequently, we used the Virtual Learning
Environment software WebCT to manage and administer whole courses within asingle
environment. The next section of this report will examine and contrast these two distinct
approaches. Subsequent sections will then consider course feedback, experiences and |essons
learned, before re-examining these conclusions in the light of findings and recommendations
from other initiatives.

A second report from this project will examine arange of other Virtual Learning Environments
(VLE's) and evaluate their potential and suitability for the delivery of staff development online
within the UK HE community, with special attention paid to the issues identified here.

2 Our Approaches

As previously described, TALISMAN is a staff development project serving Scottish Higher
Education Institutions. All participants on our courses are academic, research, administrative or
support staff at these institutions. TALISMAN has investigated two very different modes of
online delivery of staff development. This section briefly describes the two approaches we
followed: the TALISMAN Online Course and the Online Study Centre (OSC).
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2.1 The TALISMAN Online Course

In January 1997, TALiSMAN began planning for the delivery of the first online course, with the
title 'Using the WWW in Teaching and Learning'. The course content was basic and aimed at
staff with no previous experience of using the WWW for teaching, but who did have access to
the WWW and had some familiarity with the Internet. (a course flyer is available at

http: //mwvww.tali sman.hw.ac.uk/online/www.html and included as Appendix A). In addition to the
relatively modest aims of the course, it was anticipated that the course would provide avaluable
opportunity for future practitioners to experience the benefits and frustrations of online learning.

In designing the online course materials we examined two existing courses: ‘Using the Internet
for Teaching and Learning’, developed by Jackie Galbraith at MEDC (University of Paisley) for
Scottish FE, and the short * Finding Learning Opportunities on the Web' (FLOW) course run by
the Open University [7]. We followed the structure of the MEDC course (6 weeks, staged
delivery) and drew on the overall aims of the FLOW course, however we used our own content
(revised from aface to face course) and delivery mechanism.

The initial implementation of the course (http://www.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/100397/ - see
Appendix B for an outline of the course) consisted of six 'lessons made available at weekly
intervals (usually on a Tuesday morning). Each lesson was announced by a brief email which
summarised the week’ s activities. Usually, areminder was sent out on the Friday urging those
who had not yet participated to complete the coursework. Completion of the course required a
commitment of 2-3hrs per week self-study, with activities mainly centred on the discussion
forum. The courses were not accredited.

After requests from some participants, an extra break was added halfway through the course to
provide a break for Easter. The course was advertised at TALISMAN events, by mailshot to our
Institutional contacts and from the TALISMAN WWW site. 52 participants signed up and all
registration and administration was carried out through email. Prior to commencement of the
course, participants were given access to the course environment to enable them to familiarise
themselves with its structure and interface. The course material was predominantly simple web
pages, including links to example sites, and a course discussion area utilising the discussion
software Dialogue [8]. After the course, feedback was collected by means of an electronic
feedback form. Thisform isincluded as Appendix C.

A further 62 participants signed up for the second run of the course which started in May 1997

(http://mwww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/120597/). For this run of the course, very little content was

Page 9



JTAP-573 Review of TALISMAN Online

altered, however significant changes were made to the environment and administration of the
course. As before, we felt unable to 'force' participants to actively take part in the course, but we
did ask them to give a commitment to the course by completing a‘ declaration of intent’ before
starting. We also elicited participant information through a course 'expectation’ questionnaire as
well as detailed feedback questionnaires (all collected electronically) filled in during and after
the course.

During the summer, a more significant revision of the course was undertaken. Changes were
introduced to improve the structure, reflecting feedback from the initial two courses. The most
significant change involved introducing an academic subject focus to the course material.

2.2 Academic Subject Focus Courses

A recognised problem with the initial course had been the lack of ‘community’ and it was hoped
that by introducing an academic subject focus, we could bring together people with a similar
background and aspirations. We also arranged a half-day face-to-face induction, but attendance
at thiswas not compulsory. A table summarising the dates of these academic subject focus
courses and participant numbers is shown below [Table 1].

Date Course Participants

November 1997  Statistics, 21
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/031197/
Medicine & Biosciences, 32
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/031197/
Engineering 16
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/031197/
Social Science, 31
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/031197/

March 1998 Land Use & the Environment, 22
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/020398/
Art & Design, 27
http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/020398/

April 1998 Business Education, 21

http: //Aww.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/200498/
Table 1: Academic Subject-based Courses

These subject based courses each attracted approximately 20 to 25 participants. The Statistics
and Art & Design courses, were advertised throughout UK HE in order to enrol enough
participants from these rather small communities.

For the subject courses, help was sought from subject experts to deliver part of the course. Week

2 (Finding Resources) was replaced by alesson delivered by an externa tutor with a specific
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subject focus. The external tutors were from Information Gateway Projects (EEVL, SOSIG,
OMNI, & Biz/Ed [9]) or Computersin Teaching Initiative (CTI) Centres (Statistics, Land Use &
Environmental Sciences and Art & Design [10]) and they drew largely on material from their
own site to provide alternative content for that week. In some cases we also provided aternative
material for week 4 (Developing Web-based Resources). A significant advantage of using
external tutorsisthat it gave courses 'authority’ and a more diverse input.

The structure of the course environment was also changed from being essentially one web page
per week to being a series of short pages; mostly viewable as single screens and with asimple
navigation structure maintained across the whole course. This change reduced the amount of
text in any one page and emphasised the common structure running through the course. An
example screen is shown below [Figure 1]. This shows learning material and navigation links
for week 5 of one of the academic subject-focus courses.

Using the WWW in
Teaching and Learning

hil Earnil Week 1-2 3-4-56
np for Medicine and Bioscience Discussion Area
i
1%

Courze Links

Objectives - Introduction - Adrinistration - [ntegration - Revision

5.2 Introduction

Throughout this course, | have continually hinted that the secret of successful use of the WWAY in education
is through careful integration with existing resources and practices.

This week we shall examine this and related issues such as evaluation and revision.
Together, we can think of these processes as Implementation. This consists of:

« creating an administrative infrastructure to support the new material,

« integrating the electronic material carefully with existing course material,
a__mnsilfinn annronriate ininrmminn i r‘n&nr‘tnd to_allmw revicinn of the matarial

Figure 1: Example page from online course.

As different courses were being run in parallel, we decided to move to a more robust discussion
system and chose WebBoard [11]. Whilst being a more sophisticated package than Dialogue,
WebBoard was found to be somewhat daunting by those who had never used computer based
conferencing systems before. An example screen from WebBoard is shown below [Figure 2].
For the standard view of WebBoard, the message thread is displayed on the left and individual
messages on the right, buttons for submissions to the discussion are placed along the top of the
browser window, below the standard toolbar and address panel.
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http: / ftay.icblhw, ac.uk: 8080/~ 22/

| REFRESH | CHAT | PRDFII.ES| SEARCH |"‘*“RE'_C,‘3'-'-| MORE_.. | HELP | \'\'l‘hlillﬂl‘d

Conferences TOF | Post | Reply | Reply@ucte | Email Reply | Delete | Edit

| Frevious | Mest | Previous Topic | Next Topic
| ¥ WKO Introductions (3)

| [/ W1 Full of Potential {13}

| B W2 Finding Resources ()

Topic: Mavigation (3 of 4), Read 29 times
Conf:WWk3 Evaluating Resources

| ='Wk3 Evaluating Resources (13) From: Colin Milligan fcoling@talisrman.hw.ac. 0k
| ®Introduction (Colin Milligan) o505 Date; 03 May 1398 08:44 A
= Mavigation (Colin Milligan) oso7
Mavigation (James Carr o507 Perhaps compulsory WAS the wrang word.

Pavigatiors (Colin Milligan) osos
Mavigation (Stephen Taam 0544 || Mfan it is ital ta ensure that the student at least

| Ea:geekirlii'i":?agsmphen T80 0514 | - oyers all of the material within the course. Within
| WK Synthesis WA hased learning material, a number of strategies
| can be taken to ensure this, which basically boil down
to pushing or pulling the student along a ‘route’ through
the material. Think back to some of the examples we've
seRn.
« The Rosenberg site goes in for free association,
providing the site map as a tool at the end to pull
everything together. This is a bit utopian though. The

Figure 2: Example screen from WebBoard

Some constraints governed the format of the course and our expectations for it. Asthe
participants were novices, it was important that the course would be accessible with even the
most basic web browser and email client running on an older computer. We therefore used a
very simple design with no use of HTML Frames, JavaScript, audio or video etc. Asthe course
was not accredited, we had no way of forcing the participants to complete the course within a
specified time and could only rely on them completing the course at the pace and in the manner
that we recommended. In addition, we thought it would prove difficult (given the short timespan
of the course) to try to build up any sense of community amongst the participants.

The course environment which we created, whilst simple, was robust and flexible enough to act
as an effective delivery vehicle for the TALISMAN Online Course. If the course was to be
delivered on alarger scale, then it would help to have administrative tools that could be used to
manage the course efficiently. Furthermore, if the course was accredited, then delivery and
administration of assessment would require new tools.

2.3 The Online Study Centre

Throughout the duration of the project, TALISMAN has developed and delivered a variety of
face-to-face training courses around the central theme of using networks for teaching. Courses
delivered included ‘ Simple Web Authoring’, * Advanced Web Authoring’ and * Simple
JavaScript’. With a potential audience in excess of 16,000 (academic, support, administrative
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and research staff at the 21 Scottish HEIS) and only 3 trainers, it was obvious that TALISMAN
could never satisfy the potential demand for our courses. Furthermore as new technologies
appeared, we wished to spend time developing and delivering new courses whilst still providing
access to the original courses.

The TALISMAN Online Study Centre was created as away of keeping our original courses
accessible. We envisioned a single interface allowing access to adapted versions of our face-to-
face training courses. Given its intended use, the requirements of the new environment were
different to those for the original online course. This environment should provide tools for
communication, student tracking and course administration. It must allow the management of a
large number of students, and be flexible enough to incorporate different styles of course
material. Finally, creation of online materials must be simple and quick. Rather than follow the
‘home made’ approach of our initial online course, we decided to use a commercial Virtual
Learning Environment (VLE) package for the management and delivery of the courses within
the online study centre.

One of several packages we considered was WebCT (Web Course Tools) developed at the
University of British Columbia[12]. We chose WebCT because of the flexibility and
customisability it offered. Learning materials can be created easily by experienced web
developers and novices. Our second report will discuss WebCT and other VLESin greater
detail.

For the TALISMAN Online Study Centre (OSC), we required a single environment, offering
access to arange of courses, with shared communication facilities, a calendar, web based
assessments and other features. Whereas some packages allowed no customisation, WebCT
allowed usto include or discard individual tools and features as required. For instance we felt it
inappropriate to force participants to use the WebCT email system for one-to-one
communication, but felt the internal discussion forum was useful for one-to-many interactions.
WebCT allowed us to separate these two modes of communication, unlike other systems, where
one-to-one and one-to-many conferencing modes are integrated and cannot be offered separately.

The homepage of the Online Study Centre is shown below [Figure 3]. Generic materials reside
in the left section whilst the right hand section holds the courses available, along with tools for
the learner: student records, password administration, the course discussion area, an event
calendar, student homepages and a keyword search.
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YWelcome, please select from the options below.
For help using these courses click here

TALiSMAN
Online Study Centre e e e [ I

5
Skills  EMTER ENTER

The Web in F\
ETER

Email
earnmg ETER

JavaScript -

ENTER

Using E@
Communications o

TALSMAN i funded by SHEFC underthe Far help using these courses click here

Figure 3: The main Online Sudy Centre screen

As with the online course, the courses offered within the Study Centre were not accredited.
Furthermore, no formal tutoring was provided (although there is tutor support). Usersregister to
access a course or courses and are given a username and password. Thisinitialy provided users
with access to individual courses and to the relevant course discussion forum. This was changed
dightly so that registration provided accessto all courses. Participants have to motivate
themselves to complete the course - there is no tutor initiating discussions on specific topics at
specific times. In thisway, the materials are entirely self-paced and resemble open learning.

The Online Study Centre was expected to perform adual role - that of providing access to our
materials, and also to serve as atest bed for usto investigate how different course structures and
different content could be fitted into a standard template. Of particular concern to us was
whether the constraints imposed by WebCT on learning materials in any way compromised their
quality or usahility.

The OSC initially hosted two halves of a course *New Opportunities in Teaching and Learning’
which we had delivered on site at 19 of the 21 Institutions we serve. These courses (‘Using
Communications in Teaching and Learning’ and *Using the WWW in Teaching and Learning’)
represented approximately three hours face to face teaching each. The materials for the
Communications course were already relatively interactive whilst those for the WWW course
were more text based, having originally been designed as a stand al one booklet, to complement
the face to face taught course. In fact the *Using the WWW in Teaching and Learning’ materials
had already been utilised to create the original TALISMAN Online Course. In addition to these
two courses, the TALISMAN Online Study Centre also contained a short 'Introduction to email’
course which had been developed but never delivered and a web authoring skills course which
represented approximately 2 days face-to-face teaching time. An example screen showing
learning material is shown in Figure 4. The screen is divided into three frames, along the top are
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buttons giving access to general course tools such as the glossary and search facilities, along
with navigation buttons. The main left hand frame provides an outline for the course and
highlights the current page. The main right hand pane contains the learning material itself.

{8 home | contents
| 44 retrace | refresh @
| = pgback| pg fwd = glossar\' search

my notes |

4.Image file

formats. §§ Compression
a.File sizes I
Blmage size || Up until now what has been said about these

| 7.Colour depth - T
| @cCompression image formats has been true, but simplistic. If

9. Fonts things were exactly how we have described

1ﬁ.'|'|'F ws FOR | thefile sizes of images would be much Iarger 'r. J o)
11 Where you can | than they actually are. In reality image files \\:j
wet fants | are smaller due to compression. Compression

12 Transparent | allows the data required to represent an image
GIFs | tobe reduced without altering the physical
13 Anti-Aliasing | image size within the web page and without reducing the colour depth. This is
14.Interlaced vs | done using complex compression algorithms and results in the same file being
Hon-Interlaced | smaller.
images '

15.A00UiMNY

Figure 4: Learning Material in the Online Sudy Centre

Over the eleven months since its launch, further courses have been added. * Simple JavaScript’
and ‘ Sound and Vision’ (adapted from day long face to face courses) and ‘Web Images’, written
especially for the Online Study Centre. A further course, ‘ Online Video Conferencing’
(originally delivered with tutor support viaWebCT) isin the process of conversion to self study
material.

In many ways, the TALISMAN Online Study Centre was developed as a complementary
approach to that used by the Online Course. The course materials were made available as open
learning, in keeping with the initial concept of the Centre. Rather than groups of participants
being given the learning material as a cohort, access to the Centre and its courses was provided -
‘'on demand' and the pace of progression through the course was entirely under the control of the
participant. Tutor support was given as needed, but there was no formal course structure, or
delivery schedule. The discussion area was used not to discuss specific topics (at specific times),
but to provide aforum for users of the Centre to raise their own issues. The growing archive of
discussions provides an additional resource for participants; here they will find advice on using
the Centre, interesting issues, further materials and so on. We expected users to progress
through different courses in the Centre, gaining arange of skills through the different materials.

Page 15



JTAP-573 Review of TALISMAN Online

The screenshot below shows the course discussion area [Figure 5]. The left hand frame alows
the user to decide how messages are displayed. The right hand frames show message titles (top
panel) and individual messages (bottom panel).

| Web Page Editors [Forum: Main]
| —— ¢ 130. Harnish MaclLeod (Sat, May. 9, 1993, 03:54)
| Forum: I C 131, Jean Wond (Sat, May. 9, 1998, 10:17)
I i © 132, Ines Carradice (Sat, May. 9, 1995, 13:08)
@ 133, Instructar (Man, May. 11, 1998, 09:21)
' 134, lan Downie (Wan, May. 11, 1995, 09:51)

135, lan Downie (Maon, May. 11, 1998, 09:54)

~ oe N P . PP Py

Hi Hamish, at TALiZMAN we tend to focus on the HTML side of
thing=s. This does not mean that participants have to write their
own ray HTML after the course. If they prefer to use a
specialised editor they can do so. After learning some HTML they
| will at least know what it is doing behind the scenes.

| villien

Figure 5: The WebCT Discussion Forum

2.4 Structure of Materials for WebCT Delivery

Our experience suggests that some materials were better suited to WebCT than others. Initially,
materials were put into WebCT 'raw' and subsequently reworked. Some materials, such as the
Simple HTML Authoring course worked well in this format. Course materials with amore rigid
and uniform structure, such as the support texts for the ‘ Using the WWW in Teaching and
Learning’ Introductory Course worked less well. Thisis unsurprising, as predominantly text-
based materials are known to work less well on screen. Most recently, we have created materials
directly for use within WebCT. This has allowed us to create a style that meets both the
constraints of WebCT and the needs of the materials themselves and these courses have proved
popular with users of the Online Study Centre.

3 Course Review

The original online course has now been delivered on 5 different occasions to atotal of 284
participants. A dightly greater number of people have signed up for the TALISMAN Online
Study Centre (333 in October 1998). Formal feedback on the TALISMAN Online Course has
been collected through electronic feedback forms. For the TALISMAN Online Study Centre,
only informal feedback has been collected - no formal evaluation has yet been carried out by
TALISMAN.
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3.1 Online Course Feedback

Formal feedback for the online course attempted to elicit information about the delivery and
content of the course as well as providing user profiles, views, previous experience and an
indication of participant expectations. We used essentially the same feedback forms for the
initial course and the subject-focus courses, but used rather different formsto evaluate the
second course. This was necessary as we wished to collect feedback throughout the course
rather than at the end. Completion of evaluation forms was optional and we achieved a low rate
of return; never rising above one third of participants. As aresult, it would be unwise to place
too much emphasis on the feedback collected. Perhaps those who filled in the feedback form
were those who were most happy with the course? Nevertheless we can draw some specific
views and general pointers from the responses and comments coll ected.

Feedback from individual courses was used to revise subsegquent courses. It was partly
responsible for the introduction of an academic subject focus, input from external tutors and a
change in use of the discussion forum. Feedback also led us to change the way we advertised the
course and to clarify its aims.

Feedback was mainly positive, with most respondents indicating that the course met their
expectations, that the level of tutor support was appropriate, and that they would be happy to
recommend the course to others. The table below summarises the responses to these questions
[Table 2].

Don't

Yes No Know
Did the course meet your expectations? 29 10 8
Would you recommend the course to others? 37 2 7
Did you find the level of tutor support adequate? 29 3 12
Did you find the course useful in relation to your work? 39 6 1

Table 2 Quantitative Feedback

Respondents were asked directly about a number of features of the course, the most and least
useful aspects of the course, whether they would make any changes to the course, and any other
general comments. The responses collected highlighted a number of issues as discussed below.

3.2 Expectations for the Online Course

Although the online course was advertised as introductory level, concerned with exploring the
potential of the WWW as an aid to teaching, a number of participants reported quite different
expectations. Many participants (especialy in theinitial delivery) enrolled not to learn, but to
experience participation on an online course. Although this was a valid reason for enrolling,
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these participants were largely familiar with the content of the course already and so their
presence changed the behaviour of the group as a whole (they were more active in discussion
groups and perhaps discussed different issues).

Some participants expected practical training in the creation of web pages. Whilst we felt that
this would have constituted alogical part of the course, it was thought impractical (in such a
short course) to attempt to pass on a skill which people learn in very different ways. As other
TALISMAN courses covered web authoring it was felt acceptable to omit it.

Finally, a number of participants expected to be led to teaching materials tailored for their
courses. Asageneric course, we felt it more appropriate to pass on transferable skills for finding
and evaluating learning materials and resources, leaving the academic to use their personal
expertise in their own individual field to find specific resources. The subject specific courses
delivered in the second year of the project were designed to address thisissue. Course
participants were directed to CTI centres and Information Gateways, many of which provide
libraries of links to materials they have identified as useful and appropriate. Unfortunately, such
resources are not available in all subject areas.

3.3 Participation

By far the largest subject for feedback concerned participation. Many participants felt that 2-3
hours aweek was not enough to fully complete the course materials. The course materials were
largely self contained, but each week, a number of examples referred to externa sites. This
format encourages the learner to explore the web sites and it is likely that those who spent more
than 3 hours each week were those who were most easily side-tracked and explored these web
sites more fully than was required. When designing web based materials that refer to external
web sites, it isimportant to structure the materialsto try to counter this, especialy if the
materials are objective led. Some web page designers will go as far as having no external links
in their site, whilst others will keep external links to a separate section at the end of the material.
A possible solution might be to link to external web sites, but to open all external linksin a
separate browser window; thus preventing participants from becoming completely detached from
the initial material.

Many participants found that it was impossible to set aside 2-3 hours without being interrupted
(e.g. by students or phone calls). Others reported that they had worked through the materialsin
their own time (staying late after work) to avoid interruption.
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In planning the course, we were acutely aware that devoting sufficient time to the course by the
participants would be a problem. We felt it appropriate to structure the delivery of the course
(one lesson aweek) rather than just to present the materials as self study. One advantage of this
approach is that the regular delivery of chunks of materials can act as a guide through the course
content. However, as our courses were not accredited, lecturers were never released from other
tasks and there was no carrot which we could offer (or stick we could wield) to encourage or
force participants to complete the course on time. Inevitably, abusy lecturer faced with
spending 3 hours on the online course, or clearing a backlog of marking will choose the latter
and our participants often emailed apologies for non-participation with reasons such as ‘I've just
been given extrateaching...’” or ‘It's exam time and I've got lots of marking...” A number of our
participants asked whether the course materials would be avail able after the end of the course, or
suggested that the courses themselves could, in future, be run over alonger period.

The main casualty of thisinevitable constraint on participation time was the discussion forum.
Although we tried to stress the benefits of discussion, we felt it was never used to its full
potential, with a generally low level of usein all courses (though discussions in the subject
specific courses were slightly more active). Some respondents felt that participants were shy and
would have benefited from aface to face session at the start of the course (thiswas tried for
some of the courses but seemed to have little effect on the usage of the discussion forum). A few
users remarked that WebBoard was confusing as an interface, but thisin itself did not seem to
have an effect on the level of use. Redlistically, six weeks istoo short atime to expect students
to become familiar and comfortable with any interface.

The choice of discussion forum can significantly affect the way in which online discussion
occurs. Although we felt that the Dialogue discussion forum was appropriate for the level of
course and number of users, we were concerned that its rudimentary structuring was of little use
for reading discussions retrospectively. Aswe knew that participants might only look in on the
discussion area once aweek, we felt that such structuring was an important feature. Before the
subject specific courses were delivered, we decided to change to a more robust system. We
chose to use WebBoard, which provided asimple and familiar interface. WebBoard was easy to
integrate with the existing web pages and administration was simple. One criticism of
WebBoard was that by being more rigidly structured and clearly presented, discussion may have
been stifled, because participants felt that their submissions would come under greater scrutiny.
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An dternative possibility might have been to use emalil as the main discussion medium. Email is
familiar to virtually everyone in the community, so no familiarisation would have been required.
As most participants check their email every day, they would be able to keep in touch easily with
the discussion as it progressed. In practice, this model is unsatisfactory. Most participants tried
to set aside time to work through the course in a single session per week, rather than several

short sessions. Whilst single email messages might be passed over, and left unread, asingle visit
to the WebBoard would allow the participant to catch up on many discussions at once. Also, not
every participant would be interested in every discussion thread and may come to resent the
arrival of emails they considered to be irrelevant. Although we did use email to announce and
pace each week of the course, but did not use it to deliver ‘content’. If the level of discussion in
the forum had been higher, it might have been appropriate to send an email digest of discussions
to each participant, once or twice aweek.

3.4 Technical Considerations

The course was designed to be accessible by anyone with a graphical web browser. Although we
felt we were careful to avoid 'technology for the sake of it' feedback indicated that our
participants were most intolerant of any activity which they felt was a waste of their time. For
instance, one part of the material discussed the use of plugins and how they can benefit teaching
and linked to a site which used the Chime plug-in. Although it was made clear that installing and
using the plugin was not necessary, several participants did so, then complained that they had
spent along time on an activity that had very little merit. Although we did not anticipate many
problems with access, we did ask for information as to the platform and browser version each
participant was using. As a consequence we were able to anticipate which users might have
difficulty with some of the materials and act accordingly.

3.5 Online Study Centre Feedback

Feedback from the Online Study Centre has been collected informally through discussions with
users as well as through the discussion forum. This feedback is concerned more with the
usability of the system than with content or whether it succeeded in its aims of providing an
effective and supporting environment for the delivery of self-paced learning materials. There are
incidental comments on the learning materials, but no real appraisal. Comments have been fed
back to improve the usability of course materials within the Centre. Over the first eleven months

of the Online Study Centre, this feedback has resulted in many improvements to course structure,
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making the materials more varied and active.

As the discussion forum is not used for tutor led discussions, the level of use tends to be low.
Participants in the study centre realise that they are engaged in self-paced learning and tend to
work independently. Although there are many messages in the system, users are given the
option to display only new messages. There tend to be periods of activity as atopic is discussed,
then alull before the next point israised. . The main use of the bulletin board tends to be for
technical queries, but it is aso used to swap web addresses, alow usersto air their own interests
and to ask for general advice. Asthese are answered, they become part of the growing resource
of the Study Centre. New users come across answers to commonly asked questionsin the
bulletin board. This seems to work quite well; if it weren’t satisfactory, it would be an easy task
to abstract the material to a FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) page. The Online Study Centre
has been running for amost one year now and will soon be internally evaluated as part of
TALISMAN’s ongoing analysis of its' courses. The results of this evaluation will be made
available when complete.

3.6 External Evaluation

Under the SHEFC commissioned, external evaluation of the TALISMAN project [13], users of
the Online Study Centre were approached independently and asked for feedback. Appendix D of
that report provides a case study report from one user and a questionnaire completed by another.
The evaluators do point out that those replying to the questionnaire are likely to be those with a
more positive attitude to the courses.

From the gquestionnaire responses, many positive aspects of the Centre are highlighted. This user
worked the whole way through courses, re-used the materials, and contributed to the discussion
forums and resource database. This user felt the level of tutor support appropriate, felt that
materials were of an appropriate level and was happy to (indeed aready had) recommended the
Centre to others. The user was critical of some of the course structuring and provided
suggestions for more interactivity which was felt to be lacking.

The simple structure adopted for the TALISMAN online course attracted no criticism. The
Online Study Centre environment created within WebCT has been criticised by many users who
didlike the navigation structure and the way some of the tools function. With the extra
functionality being offered, the structure of the Online Study Centre materials is necessarily
more complex and perhaps requires some familiarisation or induction period.
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As afurther part of the external evaluation, a‘typical’ user was commissioned to work through
all coursesin the Online Study Centre and produce a case report. This user had already
participated in one of the staged delivery TALISMAN online courses (and hinted that devoting
sufficient time had been difficult). The commissioned evaluator was also generally positive
about the Online Study Centre (would recommend it to others) but outlined a number of
criticisms. Navigation round the courses was felt to be poor — with *“Home' buttons on different
pages having different destinations — confusing to the first time user. Thisfailing isinherent in
the structure of WebCT, but we had felt that as the materials were self-paced, familiarisation
with the course structure could be gradual, rather than requiring aformal induction. A similar
criticism was levelled against the homepages — although potentially useful, few participants
create persona homepages and thisis probably because the tools provided for this purpose by
WebCT are not particularly good. Making a homepage for users of the study centre was entirely
voluntary. Had we wanted to make this compulsory, we would have investigated and provided
more appropriate tools. The final negative comment regarded a technical issue. The ‘Web
Images course required software which was not available for the platform used by this
evaluator, and there was some degree of frustration at the amount of time wasted before this was
realised. This highlights the need for some formal technical support. Although we do give some
guidance about the recommended specification of machines used for viewing the Online Study
Centre and do our best to ensure that the learning materials can be fully utilised by as many
participants as possible, there can be unanticipated difficulties. Again, with experience, this
could be rectified.

On amore positive note, the commissioned evauator liked all the *active’ elements of the
course, such as the discussion forum (which was utilised to solve some problems), instructions to
‘TRY IT inthe‘Simple JavaScript’ course, the resource database and the quizzes. Interestingly,
our evaluator was acutely aware of the differing styles of the course (this argues for standard
structures and standard styles) and was much more positive about courses that had been created
specifically for the Online Study Centre than for those which had initially been delivered face to
face. Indeed, it was recognised that courses originally delivered to a group would be better
studied online as a group — with staged delivery and discussions at specific times.

In each of the cases cited above, interactivity (or at least activity) is cited as akey issue. Finding
a balance between increasing interactive components and maintaining a focus for the courseis
vital. It is sobering to note how intolerant our users were of materials not specifically designed
for online delivery.
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4 Findings and Lessons Learned

Over the last two years TALISMAN has delivered arange of learning materials (task based, self-
paced, discussion centred etc.) over the WWW using a variety of delivery and administration
strategies. Some of the approaches we tried have worked well, whilst others were less
successful. This section shall examine some of our findings, the lessons we have learned and
highlight some of the issues inherent in the use of the WWW and Virtual Learning Environments
for staff development.

The special circumstances of our courses should be reiterated. Had our courses been accredited,
we would have been able to explore many strategies (such as collaborative working and
assessment) more fully. Also, had these courses been run over longer periods, we would have
been able to investigate optimum rates of delivery (some course participants asked for longer

courses, others for more time between lessons) and course structure.

4.1 Expectations

In our experience, online learners tend to have very high expectations of the course; specificaly,
that the materials they utilise shall be individually tailored to their needs. Perhapsthisis because
they have less contact with their fellow course participants. We found that some learners seemed
to expect almost personal tuition from the course tutor whereas others were reticent about
communicating with the tutor at all - preferring to treat all materials as self-study. Without face
to face contact, it is perhaps more difficult to manage the expectations of the group. To counter
this, activities that build a community and encourage student-student interaction in addition to
tutor-student communication should be developed. But this type of activity relies on full
participation by students, and can only be effectively implemented in accredited courses.
Another way to address high expectations from the learner is to try and customise courses to
individual needs, perhaps by providing aternate lessons and allowing the user to choose. A
rather simplistic example would be the subject specific online courses we delivered where one
lesson was unique and the other lessons common to all courses. Rather than split up participants
by subject interest (which had other benefits) we could in future offer a single course, but with 7
choicesin week two. A second option is to provide an extra body of optional material to
augment the core course materials. In our online course (and indeed in the OSC), we utilised a
CGl script that allowed participants to add useful or interesting web site addresses (with short
descriptions) to aweb page. The resources collected in this way provided alarge store of

examples for future use. Over time, re-use of materials from discussion forums can form a
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knowledge base - filling in gaps and catering to individual interests. It islikely that such
information would have to be edited to make it coherent, again perhaps to create a FAQ.

4.2 Tutor Support

Support strategies for online learning are very different from those required for face to face
learning. Whilst administration and delivery of the course can be very efficient, the tutor has to
be prepared to communicate far more with individuas, either through email, or in discussion
forums. Again, co-operative exercises set for students can be effective here (encourage them to
answer each other’s questions), but ultimately most communication is with many individuals,
rather than asingle class.

In our experience, a single tutor can support a large number of students, but the tutoring itself
will require an ailmost full-time commitment; answering individual queries, checking regularly
on discussion forums etc. Rather than al activity on a course being concentrated into asingle
face to face meeting each week, online courses effectively go on all day every day. The tutor will
need to check the discussion areas at least twice aday and reply to email queries within a day of
receipt, as well as prepare lessons and assessments, carry out administration and send out 2 or 3
messages aweek to pace the learning process. For the online course, | spent about 2 days per
week supporting the course, though had | been able to spare the time, | could easily have spent

more time tutoring.

The way in which the discussion forum is used can aso be important. If the forum is relatively
unstructured, it is the tutors' responsibility to ensure that all questions raised are answered
promptly. If aquestion is raised and not immediately responded to by other students then it
becomes in danger of being lost in the discussion forum as new questions are raised. However a
single tutor immediately answering all points raised in the discussion forum can stifle discussion
initiated by the students. The use of ateam of tutors would be helpful as students will appreciate
the variety of stylesand will perceive that experts are answering their questions. Tutors can
adopt alternative viewpoints to encourage students to think, rather than unreservedly accepting
the view of asingle tutor.

4.3 Assessment

New strategies for assessment can be used in conjunction with online learning - but they must be
carefully implemented. The WWW offers great scope for objective type testing - where
responses can be automatically collected, graded and logged. Careful design of materials can
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enable scores and limited to be feedback delivered to individual learners - perhaps integrating
assessment into the learning process - formative assessment. This type of assessment appeals to
the learner as he or she can benefit from the feedback provided. Of course, objective type testing
is often too ssimplistic a measure of alearner’s grasp of the course materials and computers are
less effective when used for other more complex types of assessment - so the burden falls back
onto the tutor. Although we carried out no formal assessment in our online courses, course
activities normally involved submission to the discussion forum and these submissions could
have been assessed.

The assessment facilities offered by WebCT are rudimentary, but as they are already built in,
they are easily utilised. There are a number of standalone assessment tools available (see section
5) but implementing them can be time consuming and technically demanding, and this can deter
course developers from integrating assessment into web based courses.

4.4 Format of the Course

We utilised two very different course delivery formats. The very structured delivery of the online
course was contrasted with the amost open-learning nature of the WebCT based learning
materials in the OSC. No one delivery strategy is right for all course materials or subjects and it
would likewise be wrong to suggest that there was an optimum format for al online materials. It
isvital that the course content is not compromised by the delivery mechanism. The structure of
the online course was governed by the educational needs of the materials, rather than constraints
imposed by the delivery medium. We were able to design the exact layout of the pages, the way
they were interconnected and the individual external tools utilised (such as WebBoard and
customised CGlI scripts). We were able to deploy the best tools for our requirements, for
instance when choosing WebBoard because of its robust interface. With WebCT, the layout of
the web pages is configurable by the author, but the way the pages interconnect is more rigidly
controlled — there is little scope for anything other than linear progression through the teaching
materials. Like other VLES, WebCT does not force the course authors to use the tools it
provides (email, conferencing, assessment), but it does encourage the author to take the easy
option and use the included tool rather than the most appropriate tool.

A further issue regarding WebCT and other VLEs s their unsuitability for offline working. If
the participant pays for their Internet access, then they are likely to want to minimise the time
they spend online. Software such as WebWhacker allows groups of web pages to be collected

for offline viewing. The learner need only log on to initially collect the pages and subsequently
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to take part in any online (synchronous or asynchronous) activities. This strategy does not work
for WebCT because the web pages are stored in a database and cannot be collected by offline
browsing software such as WebWhacker.

We should recognise that efficient delivery of accredited staff development is likely to have a
significant modular component and it would make sense to consider the scalability of any
system. Within reason, (again, there is no sense in compromising the materials just to make them
fit a specific template) the learning materials should have a common structure (objectives
learning, materials, tasks, discussion, assessment, reinforcement etc). Students will learn more
efficiently if they are familiar with the structure — an important consideration if we remember
that online students require more guidance. Within that structure, there should be clear sign-
posting of aroute through the learning material. This guidance can serve to pace the learning
process. The use of simple reinforcement exercises can also reassure the student that they have
satisfactorily completed that section of the material.

The online course delivered by TALISMAN consisted of self-made web pages (conforming to a
simple standard template) supported by a discussion forum (which could be changed).
Administration and course announcements used email. Student records were kept in Microsoft
Excel, which was also used to collect and collate feedback form data. Adding new materials
would have been relatively easy, but adding large numbers of new students would have strained
the administration structure. Any formal accreditation would have required more extensive
administration (student tracking, collection of assessments etc.), and this would certainly have
overstretched the existing structures. The WebCT environment used for the Study Centre has
many administrative tools built in and once participants have been registered with the Centre, the
WebCT system itself holds student records, showing access logs, student progress and the scores
of any assessment carried out. One of the main advantages offered by networks for the delivery
of staff development is the scalability. For efficiency, large scale courses must be modular, easy
to manage and easy to administer.

Standards for these factors are being developed by the Instructional Management Systems (IMS)
Project [14]. The IMS project is an international initiative whose task is to recommend and
create a standard architecture for online learning. The framework will be flexible and allow
interoperability without constraining developers. Materials which comply with the IMS standard
criteriawill be branded as IMS-enabled. IMS standards will cover not just the learning material,
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but also methods of administration, student tracking, communication, assessment, structure and
interface.

5 Synthesis and Conclusions

The main purpose of this report has been to review our experiences of delivering staff
development over networks. Can we now make some general conclusions regarding the design
and delivery of online learning materials? This section of the report will reconsider some of the
key issues and provide some pointers to the role of networks in the delivery of staff development
within UK Higher Education. The second report of this project will review the suitability of
commercial VLEsfor this purpose.

5.1 Considerations for Online Delivery of Staff Development

Course Format

There are two distinct choices of format for online courses. Thefirst isto follow a staged
delivery model with cohorts of students progressing through course material at the same time (as
we utilised with the Online Course). This allows close monitoring of student progress and
provides opportunities for co-working and creating an community. The second option isto
provide supported open-learning materials (as we did with the OSC). Although from the tutors
point of view, theideal option isto follow the first model, staged delivery is considerably less
flexible than self-paced learning as it will require aregular (and rigid) time commitment from the
user for completion. If participation on a course is supported through an employer, then this
regular release from other duties might be possible. Thiswould be the case for nationally
accredited professional development or courses accredited internally within an institution.

It can be advantageous to have some face to face sessionsin acourse. A face to face induction
session can activate a learning community (and can provide an opportunity for remedia training
and necessary familiarisation with the online learning environment). Occasional face to face
sessions can aso structure open learning materials, if there are progression deadlines for each
face to face event. Learner homepages, where individuals can tell the rest of their group about
themselves (and if appropriate) make available some of their own work (a portfolio) are also of

use in maintaining and building this community.
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Course Structure

For any online study materials, consistency of structure will benefit students. A familiar
structure will allow studentsto pace their learning. A standard, flexible structure for alesson
might include; introduction, clearly outlined objectives, course materials, activities designed to
allow students to demonstrate their skills’/knowledge, revision, and finally, further resources.
Different sections might be colour coded to reinforce the underlying structure. Such a course
structure should accommodate most materials. 1f some materials deviate distinctly (for instance
presentation of a case study), then they should be presented in a different for instance as an
‘interlude’). Interludes will also help to alleviate monotony. Whilst progression through course
materials is normally linear, this can feel too regimented (and the students will feel asif they are
being hand-held) so it is helpful to include sections of lessrigidly structured materials, perhaps
bringing together different sections of the course or presenting an alternative viewpoint.

Modularity

Any large scale use of networks for the delivery of staff development will have to be modular.
Such astructure is easily scaled, allows the incorporation of materials from different authors,
allows highly customised learning programs to be delivered and is easy to revise. Modular
delivery is especialy suited to self-study materials and is flexible enough to cater for the
occasional user. For national, integrated staff development programmes, a modular basisto all
courseware is essential for administration and accreditation.

Assessment

Any accredited course will have some form of assessment. Whilst network delivery of formal
examinations is not practical, networks can be used to deliver (and administer) ssmple objective
type tests and can be used to collect projects and dissertations. The CASTLE tools[15], the
Clyde Virtual University Assessment Engine [16] and WebTest [17] can manage web-based
assessment, whilst VLEs such as WebCT have assessment engines built in. Assessment scores
can be logged and feedback returned to students. Such simple assessments can be helpful to
tutorstoo. If score logs are analysed, tutors can see if specific parts of their course are not being
understood by the student group as awhole. Aswell as being helpful for students' revision,
simple assessment can be effectively used to structure the course materials. After completing a
section of work, a student may be asked to complete an assessment which fulfils a number of
roles. Assessment reinforces the learning material, can provide an indicator to the student of
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whether they have met the objectives of the learning material and can act as an identifiable
endpoint for a section of work: once the assessment has been delivered and feedback obtained,
that section of the course has been completed. If course discussion forums are used extensively,
then some assessment should be made of contributions to these areas as students may have spent
considerable periods of time preparing submissions. Student participation can be easily
quantified by analysis of access logs (time spent online, number of submissionsto bulletin
boards and even number of responses elicited by a given submission). Qualitative assessment of
contribution still requires the tutor to read the messages.

Activities

Active participation is the key to effective online learning, indeed it could be argued that
electronic delivery isuseful only in the transfer of knowledge and that any skills component of
learning requires communication with others. Within an online environment, activities that work
well include role-playing and debate, structured discussion, e ectronic seminars and collaborative
projects, so VLEs that include facilities for collaborative working are especially useful. For
longer term courses, students can be instructed to prepare portfolios to demonstrate their
application of the skills and knowledge they have acquired. For assessment, contribution to
these activities can be examined retrospectively from access logs and electronic submissions.

Administration

For large scale delivery, automation of administration is critical. WebCT and other VLEs
provide student record and student tracking facilities which are useful within courses. In
addition to logging scores and simple administration details, these tools can be used to examine
participation rates for individua students and highlight potential problems.

Accreditation

Formal recognition of skills gained after leaving full-time education is becoming more important
as we move to a culture of lifelong learning. Furthermore, the Dearing Report recommended the
establishment of an Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (ILTHE) to oversee
and administer staff development within HE. This Institute, now being set up and to be named
ILT (Institute for Learning and Teaching) is intended to provide a‘ professional standing’ for
Higher Education teachers [18]. All probationary lecturers would be expected to undergo some
training accredited by ILT.
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Technical Support

Technically, there should be nothing special about a course delivered electronically. The
technology must be transparent and any temptation to use specia features (plugins, audio, and
video) must be justified. Technical requirements should be determined before the course and
these requirements checked with participants. It is advisable to check that required plugins and
specia software is functioning correctly, possibly by piloting before the course starts. It isaso
important that students are familiar with all course tools such as the discussion forum. This
familiarisation could constitute a Week O for the course, or perhaps form part of a face-to-face

induction event.

Supplementary Materials

Whilst it is important not to include extra materia if it will merely distract the students, a bank of
supplementary material can be very helpful as a starting point for a student’s own exploratory
learning. Whereas the core learning material will be tightly controlled by objectives; extra
material can be more openly thought provoking. For network based materias, the WWW
provides a wonderful resource which is easily exploited. In addition to informal resource banks,
more formal directories of general resources are useful and encourage exploratory learning.
Students can be encouraged to contribute information on resources they have found themselves.
In the longer term, this can even be extended to collecting student assignments and making these
available as resources for future students.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Although it is not always appropriate to provide an answer before a student has formulated an
appropriate question, FAQs can address identified issues. If the FAQ is drawn from existing
logs of discussion forums etc., then the questions and answers can be matched well to students
needs.

Tutor Support

It isvital that students have some access to all tutors on the course, through access to course-
wide discussion areas, but tutor support should feel personal and it is therefore important to
assign tutors to individual students. Similarly, it aso pays to create distinct study groups
containing a single tutor and a number of students. Individual groups of students might be

further split up for specific activities. For some courses, mentoring may be appropriate but for
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this personal email contact should be sufficient. If face to face contact is not possible, tutors
should at least endeavour to make themselves more approachable, by having personal
homepages etc.

Learning Skills, Learning Styles and Learner Streaming

For accredited staff development in HE, most learners will be graduates and will have
considerable study skills aready, but these may be ill-suited to online learning. Learning
material which works well ‘on screen’ islikely to be radically different to traditional paper-based
materials and require new study skills. Basic IT skills are an essential prerequisite for any course
which utilises computers and online courses obviously involve intensive use. Learners should be
comfortable with navigation through learning materials, working with multiple windows and
electronic note-taking. Where contribution to discussion forums is expected as part of the
course, some familiarisation is essential to ensure that participants do not come to see the
technology as a barrier to their participation.

Even amongst those familiar with computers, there will be some who are disinclined to take part
in course discussions and co-operative work depending on their learning style. Learners who
may be vocal in face to face tutorials may be inhibited by the permanence of a discussion forum
submission. In contrast, learners who would normally be quiet in class might welcome the
chance to reflect on their ideas and prepare a formal submission. For courses conducted entirely
online, it may be possible to organise synchronous online discussions (in addition to
asynchronous activities). Synchronous sessions can be used to ‘brainstorm’ at the start of
asynchronous discussions. Also, their informality makes them attractive to those who would
normally feel stifled by the rigid structure of asynchronous forums.

In order to build strong communities, it isimportant that learners are streamed according to their
initial knowledge. Within large courses, students can be allocated to groups of similar ability.
Any progressive course structure would a so aleviate this problem, as learners would be
expected to have fulfilled certain prerequisites for a course.

Revision

Whilst there should be little need for revision, online course materials are at least far easier to
adapt and revise than traditional printed materials or even electronic materials delivered on CD.
Any errors found and suggestions for improvement will be recorded in discussion forums or
emails sent to the tutors and should therefore be easy to act upon. If revision is necessary, there
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iSno cost in re-printing, re-pressing CD’ s or administration involved in version control. Instead,
asingle, definitive ‘instance’ of the course is always present on the network (web site). Itis
important that changes are logged, and it would be appropriate to provide a ‘revision history’
online. For the materials themselves, instead of changing the core materials for the course,
revision effort should be focused on improving the knowledge base available to the learners.

5.2 Conclusions

Online courses differ greatly from face to face courses. Thereis atrade off between the
flexibility offered by online study and the learning culture engendered by face to face teaching.
Good online delivery of staff development must retain this flexibility, and also create a
community where learners can come together ‘virtually’ to share their learning experience.

We found that online course participants harbour very different expectations to face to face
students. Managing these expectations is critical — whether by encouraging student-student
communication or by anticipating the students desires and providing an extra resource for them
to refer to; exaggerated expectations only become a problem if they are not addressed. Allied to
this, it isimportant that course objectives are clearly stated, that navigation through the learning
material isintuitive and also that activities (such as simple reinforcement exercises) demonstrate
when/if objectives have been met.

Online students also require more explicit guidance on progress through the course — signposts
which indicate the expected route through materials, and also the expected progression rate.
These signposts may be concrete (as with staged delivery), formal (as with specific assessment
deadlines) and informal (as with prompts from the tutor).

Assessing progress and performance in online courses requires new strategies which accurately
gauge the success of the learning process. Assessment of activitiesis likely to be just as
important as assessment of essays and projects.

At Glasgow Caledonian University, a course in learning and teaching for new lecturersis now
delivered online [18]. This course uses web pages, three face to face tutorials, assignments and a
discussion forum. The course has been delivered twice in 1997-1998 and changes planned for
further delivery. Aswith our online course, the course leaders were disappointed with
participation rates, and the changes they have recommended for the next delivery concur with the
findings of this report: prepare participants (clarify expectations and familiarise them with
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components), make materials more interactive and introduce more activities, and encourage

more use of discussion forums.

The new opportunities offered by networks for the delivery of staff development ook capable of
providing the flexibility required by workplace learning and professional development.
Exploiting the World Wide Web for the delivery of these courses requires careful design of
materials and courses, together with imaginative use of technology to build communities.
Finally, managing the learning experience effectively isvital. Within reasonable constraints,
Virtual Learning Environments can support and enhance effective learning, but although they
provide new opportunities, their implementation and use must be carefully planned and
adequately supported. This report has examined one (WebCT) and compared it to the facilities
offered by traditionally created and administered web pages. The second report from this project
will examine different VLESs and evaluate their suitability to the delivery of online staff
development, given the issues we have discussed in this report.
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7 Appendices

Appendix A: Example Course Flyer
(see also: http: /www.tali sman.hw.ac.uk/online/www.html)

Online Course: Using the WWW for Teaching & Learning
by Colin Milligan

Launch Date :10 March 1997. 2nd cohort runs from 12 May 1997
Duration :6 weeks Hours :Approximately 3 hours each week

Overview

The Metropolitan Area Networks (MANS) offer great potential for delivery of high quality courseware and
resources on the WWW. It isvitd that those wishing to use WWW based resources are able to find and evaluate
existing resources and courseware effectively. The ability to evaluate material is best learned by extensive practical
research. This course shall encourage that research and provide aforum for the exchange of ideas - alowing al
participants on the course to learn together.

Aims

By participating in this course you will investigate how the Internet can be used for teaching and learning, evaluate
the effectiveness of the Internet as a delivery mechanism and exchange ideas with other educatorsin your
community.

Course Objectives

After completing this course, participants should be able to:
find and assess educational resources on the Internet,
exploit WWW based resources such as search engines, information gateways, virtual libraries and on-line
databases,
access and utilise mailing lists and newsgroups to keep informed of developments and hew material,
discuss viaa computer mediated conferencing system the use of the WWW in Teaching and Learning,

Who should attend:

This course isintended to highlight the potential benefits of the WWW to teaching and learning and is suitable for
staff from all sectors of the Scottish HE community with an interest in issues of teaching and learning. Participants
should have access to the WWW and some experience of using it. The course will be run wholly On-line and
therefore participants should ideally have their own email address and access to a forms capable WWW browser.

Cost

Staff from Scottish HEIs may participate in this course free of charge. Members from outside this community may
participate if there are places left and will be charged course fees.

Last updated by Colin Milligan 12/3/97 - Produced by TALISMAN
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Appendix B: Course Structure

(see also:http://www.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/120597)

Week One - 16.5.97

Introduction; current uses, initial thoughts, and reservations, what we might hope to learn.

Week Two - 23.5.97

Finding Available Resources; avoiding search engines, knowing your sources.

Week Three - 30.5.97

Evaluating WWW Resources; quality criteria, good and bad practice.

Week Four - 11.6.97

Evaluation from the Student Perspective; technology for the sake of it, resources, relevance.

Week Five - 20.6.97

Using It; provision, implementation and integration of WWW based learning material.

Week Six - 27.6.97
A Synthesis; the future - Scotland, the MANSs.
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Appendix C: Course Feedback Forms
(see also http: //www.talisman.hw.ac.uk/online/onlinefiles.html)

If you are not using a forms-capable browser, please email your response to this form to: colin@talisman.hw.ac.uk

Having taken part in the TALISMAN Online Course, 'Using the WWW in Teaching and Learning', we would now
like to ask for your comments on the course. Can you please answer the questions below. Some of the questions
require answers. For others, response is optional.

1. Name:
2. Position:
3. Institution:

4. Would you object to your comments being used in future by TALISMAN?
[ ] No (if attributed)

[ 1 No (if unattributed)

[]Yes

Previous Experience

5. Have you previously used computers (inc. computer based learning material) in your teaching?
[ ] Notatall

[ ] For Preparation of Teaching Material

[ ] For Delivery of Teaching Material

6. Had you used the WWW before participating in this course?
[ ] Notatall

[ ] For Browsing

[ ] For Browsing and Authoring HTML

7. Had you previously used discussion forums before participating in this course?
[ ] Notatall

[ 1 Informally

[ ] Formally (in acourse etc.)

[ 1 About the Course

8. What were your expectations of the course?

If Yes, what would you change? (optional)
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12. On average, how much time do you think you spent on the course each week?
[ ]lessthan 2 hours

[ 12-3hours

[ ] morethan 3 hours

13. What do you think was the best aspect of the course? (optional)

14. What do you think was the least useful aspect of the course? (optional)

15. Did you find the tutor support provided adequate?
[]Yes

[ 1No

[ 1 Dont Know

16. Did you find the course useful in relation to your work?
[]Yes

[ ]No

[ 1 Dont Know

17. Do you have any immediate plans to use the WWW in your Teaching and Learning? (optional)

18. Do you have any genera comments? (optional)

About Dialogue
The Diaogue software provided a very simple conferencing area for course discussions.

19. Did you find 'dialogue’ easy to use?
[ 1Yes

[ 1No

[ ] Dont Know

20. Did you find 'dialogue’ robust enough to cope with the level of discussion?
[]Yes

[ 1No

[ 1 Dont Know

21. TALISMAN is about to run this course again with modifications to content and delivery. We are keen to
improve the course, can you suggest any improvements for this or future TALISMAN OnLine courses? (optional)

Thank you for filling in the form, if you have any further questions regarding the course, this feedback, or any of
TALiISMAN's activities, please do not hesitate to get in touch. Colin Milligan
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