Continuing and professional development at a distance

Middlesex University and Islamic University Gaza
Background

This case study features the co-winner of 2004 UK Higher Education Academy’s e-Tutor of the Year Award. The award was given to a project sponsored by the British Council run jointly with Middlesex University and Islamic University, Gaza (IUG). The British Council was seeking to commission an online training model that could be used in situations where it was not possible, for political or other reasons, to deliver a course within a country. Some knowledge of English was the only pre-requisite skill for staff enrolling on the course. 

The online workshop series happened over a period of 6 weeks and was aimed at providing IUG academic staff with continuing and professional development in e-learning. Specifically, the course explored curriculum design and pedagogical models for use within Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs). The objectives were to develop participants’ ability to design and use e-learning content through the VLE, WebCT. 

The course was accredited by the National Centre for Work based Learning Partnership at Middlesex University and was awarded 10 credits at postgraduate level. 
Established practice

The National Centre for Work based Learning Partnership at Middlesex University uses a work-based learning/learner-managed approach to learning to produce individual learning agreements and student-produced assessment criteria for presentations for peer review. This was the approach to be employed in this project.

The challenge

The Middlesex University Risk Assessment Office established a compelling need for purely online delivery when they refused to send the UK team to Gaza for a face-to-face workshop. However, the techniques used in the chosen approach were equally applicable to a blended context. 

The original bid asked for a transmission model of training using WebCT. However, the Middlesex team decided that they risked failure if the IUG staff did not adopt a ‘progressive’ design. Thus the Middlesex team’s work-based learning approach had to be adapted to meet the unique needs of the IUG situation and equally to produce a learning system that could be continued locally after the end of the course.

The pedagogical approach

The course designers took an online activity-based approach to apply VLE models and design issues to the IUG’s academic WebCT module sample. Each of the tasks was linked to a core element of the design of a VLE, and included e-content, online communication and support, and an online assessment opportunity. Each topic was addressed over one week and was based around a two-hour video conference session. Feedback was given by email and through WebCT discussion board postings. 

As part of the work-based learning/learner-managed learning approach, learners (practitioners at IUG) directed the tasks, with feedback given by the tutors in the UK. Communication, collaboration and problem-solving activities formed the basis of the pedagogical approach used and, as part of this, each individual student established a personal learning agreement. The experience of the 6 weeks sessions led the delivery team to realise that subsequent students would need to be supported by a network of local champions in English and ICT.
The intended outcome

The course aims and objectives were to develop a continuing professional development initiative by means of a local team capable of training other staff to design and implement e-learning through the WebCT platform. Participants should be able to:

· apply methods and techniques in designing and testing a simple e-learning resource

· categorise the issues in capacity building for e-learning

· establish evaluation criteria for self- and peer-review of the e-learning system

The deliverables were for each IUG lecturer to produce a WebCT template that was to be used by other group members but assessed individually.

The e-learning advantage

In general – as compared to Middlesex University staff at the National Centre for Work-based Learning Partnership, of which the lead tutor at Middlesex has direct knowledge – the online pedagogical models used for IUG went beyond a ‘transmission design’ to include higher levels of cognitive interaction and communication. The tools used included:

· WebCT for asynchronous communication and the products of the workshop

· Macromedia Breeze, a web-based videoconferencing system and online multimedia e-content tool

· ISDN videoconferencing for the final project presentations for peer review

· a conference telephone for audio link as back-up if the videoconferencing link failed.

Other than the initial face-to-face induction, the entire course was conducted online and due to difficult circumstances in Gaza, the induction had to be cut short. However, tutors observed:

 “We did individual introductions over the Macromedia Breeze web videoconferencing tool at the induction. This allowed us to establish a good rapport. Student behaviour seemed to be as close to a face-to-face model as possible, considering the constraints of the media.”

A student observed:

 “At the beginning, I was not sure what to expect and what not, since it's [a] new experience to both Middlesex and IUG, but after the induction and the first sessions, I start to recognize [the value] of such workshop, especially after I started to apply the concepts and techniques we are learning to my course. At the end I will say the course is dynamic and very useful …”.

The benefit of the learner-managed learning approach was that after the workshops were finished, the IUG staff were able to continue because of the peer support network that had been established. This was not a one-off training approach but a re-usable model that can be adapted and applied to a variety of situations.

Key points for effective practice

· The online tutors found the two-hour videoconferencing sessions to be quite taxing, even with the 10 minute breaks added at the request of the students. The focus and concentration needed to ‘orchestrate’ the learning event was more than in an equal face-to-face session. 
· The strength of the pedagogical design lay in the local facilitator and peer support network that was developed alongside the workshops to provide local champions or facilitators in English and ICT to motivate and steer groups.

· As the participants had a mixed level of ICT and e-learning experience, a work-based learning/learner-managed learning approach and a set of activities were adopted to allow each individual to progress at his/her own level.

· This approach to learning may initially prove a challenge where participants are used to a traditional transmission, content driven approach. Adapting and applying this framework to an online model demanded some innovative pedagogical design.
· Flexibility was a key component to this online model design. Contingency plans were built into every phase of the learning event.

Additional information

Further information about the project with examples of products from the workshops can be found at www.elearning.mdx.ac.uk/research/BC-IUGfinalReport-v2.htm An example of one product is given in Figure 1.
Figure 1: A sample page from the 20th Century English Literature Project
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Talkback

For further information on the project, contact Dr John Cook: john.cook@londonmet.ac.uk. For practitioner guidance, contact Anthony 'Skip' Basiel: pros@mdx.ac.uk
