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Executive Summary

The pre-training questionnaires were completed by participants on joining the JISC practitioner trial of LAMS. They were intended to capture base-line demographic information, participants’ perspectives on e-learning in general and their expectations of the JISC LAMS trial in particular. In all, 40 questionnaires were received and analysed, with the following key findings:

· 75% of participants came from the HE and FE sectors (almost evenly divided).

· Participants were, in general, well acquainted with a range of different e-learning technologies.

· The benefits of e-learning identified by participants included: the ability to personalise learning according to ability, preferred style etc., increasing learner motivation and engagement, promoting learner autonomy, sharing and re-using learning resources, novel forms of communication, flexibility in terms of time and location, and opportunities for collaborative learning. However, in practice, very few participants took these benefits into consideration when planning to use e-learning with a particular group of students.

· Participants perceived the principal potential benefits of LAMS to lie in improvements to their own practice, and enhancing their students’ learning experience was one of their key expectations of the trial.

1.
Introduction

This document reports on the findings of the first of two questionnaires administered to participants as part of the evaluation of the practitioner trial of LAMS (Learning Activity Management System), funded by JISC and evaluated by the Learning Technologies Group at Oxford University. The purpose of this trial, which runs from July 2004 to March 2005, is to:

i)
Evaluate the use and suitability of LAMS as an activity-based e-learning tool across three post-16 educational sectors: Further Education (FE), Higher Education (HE) and Adult and Community Learning (ACL).

ii)
Provide JISC with recommendations for a) practitioners designing and delivering e-learning activities and b) developers of supporting software, systems and standards.

(Source: JISC 2004a)

The aims of the pre-training questionnaire were to:

i) Establish demographic data about the participants, including the educational sectors in which they worked, their roles, their experience in delivering e-learning and their general approach to designing for learning.
ii) Elicit participants’ perspectives on the benefits of e-learning and the issues which they consider when deciding to adopt it with a particular group of learners.

iii) Elicit participants’ reasons for joining the LAMS trial and their expectations of it.
The second questionnaire, due for submission in March 2005, aims to elicit participants’ feedback on their experiences of designing LAMS activity sequences and running them with learners.

2.
Method

The pre-training questionnaire was administered to those practitioners who had submitted Expression of Interest forms in response to the invitation from JISC to participate in the LAMS trial and who had been accepted as participants. The questionnaires were made available in Microsoft Word template format through a Website dedicated to the LAMS trial
. Participants would download the template, complete the questions and email the document back to the evaluation team.
3.
Results

3.1
Overview of data collection and analysis
To facilitate analysis, we collated the data from the completed questionnaires in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions could be analysed quantitatively without any intermediate processing. However, in order to elicit a cohesive set of quantitative data from open-ended questions (i.e. 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.7, 4.2) it was necessary to categorise participants’ responses. Categories were established on the basis of what respondents had actually written (i.e. in a grounded theory approach), rather than being defined beforehand by the evaluation team on the basis of expected responses. 
In most cases, identifying common themes in the responses was a straightforward matter. However, in several cases responses were initially unclear, and it was necessary to infer a respondent’s meaning by drawing on knowledge of their institution and role and by examining the problematic response in the context of their other responses to the same question. For example, a number of participants cited “accessibility” as a potential benefit of e-learning without elaborating what they meant by this term. Strictly speaking, “accessibility” refers to the need for an e-learning system to accommodate learners with disabilities. However, a holistic reading of these participants’ questionnaires suggested that some of them had used the term to refer either to learners who are excluded from the “normal” classroom for other reasons or to the physical availability of the technology itself (in the learner’s institution and/or home).

We did not subject the data to statistical tests as a) we were not investigating any specific research question, b) participants did not constitute a random sample and c) their numbers were too small for formal tests to be meaningful. However, we were interested in making comparisons where any similarities or differences emerged across the three educational sectors represented in the trial.

In the sections that follow, the results are reported thematically in accordance with the aims of the questionnaire. This means that related questions are analysed under the same heading, even though they may not have been adjacent to each other in the questionnaire itself.
3.2
Profile of participants

3.2.1
Demographic data (questions 2.2, 1.2, 2.3)

Questionnaires were received from 40 participants. Of these, 30 submitted their responses before undergoing their initial training in LAMS on 7th-8th July 2004: i.e. before they had any experience of the system. Four submitted their responses after attending the training course. An additional 6 participants joined the trial between July and October 2004 and in most cases completed their questionnaires before being exposed to LAMS for the first time. An additional two participants who had been on the July course failed to return their questionnaires.
The distribution of respondents across the educational sectors represented in the LAMS trial is shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Distribution of LAMS trial participants across educational sectors

	
	FE
	HE
	ACL
	X-S
	All sectors

	No. of practitioners
	15
	14
	6
	5
	40

	No. of teaching institutions1
	10
	9
	2
	3
	24

	No. of agencies2
	2
	2
	4
	1
	9


1 i.e. colleges and universities
2 e.g. JISC Regional Support Centres, WEA, NIACE and TechDis

The low numbers from ACL meant that it was possible to draw comparisons only between FE and HE. It should also be noted that the figure of 40 does not correspond to the total number of people actually involved in the trial, since a number of participants indicated (in response to question 2.4 and in other communications with the research team) that they planned to “cascade” the use of LAMS to colleagues.

In response to a request to define their role(s) within their institution, 25 participants classed themselves as teaching staff, 16 stated that they worked in an advisory capacity vis-à-vis e-learning, 6 had management functions and 6 were involved in research or evaluation. Other roles included support (3) and staff development (1). Fifteen participants had two or more roles, chiefly teaching and advising or teaching and research.

3.2.2
Participants’ experience of e-learning (questions 3.1.12, 3.2, 3.1.1-3.1.11)

A question asking participants to assess their overall experience in the use of e-learning technologies yielded a picture of a highly competent group, especially in the HE sector, as Table 2 shows:

Table 2. Levels of e-learning expertise among participants
	Level of expertise
	FE
	HE
	ACL
	X-S
	All sectors

	Not experienced
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Somewhat experienced
	8
	0
	3
	0
	11

	Experienced user
	4
	6
	2
	3
	15

	Very experienced user, developer or champion
	3
	8
	1
	2
	14


In terms of setting, 37 participants had used e-learning in face-to-face environments, 23 had used it for online distance courses and 29 had been involved in the delivery of blended learning (i.e. both face-to-face activities and tasks performed outside the classroom). In terms of the e-learning technologies which participants had used regularly or in which they considered themselves experts, HE practitioners appeared to avail themselves of a much wider range of tools than their FE colleagues, as Table 3 on the next page shows.
Table 3. The types of e-learning technology which participants used regularly or in which they considered themselves experts (these types were predefined in the questionnaire)

	
	No. of people using technology of this type

	Technology type
	FE
	HE
	ACL
	X-S
	All sectors

	Web-based research
	15
	14
	6
	4
	39

	VLE
	4
	13
	2
	5
	24

	Course-specific Web pages
	6
	11
	3
	4
	24

	Discussion/bulletin board
	5
	12
	4
	3
	24

	Learning software/virtual tutorial
	5
	8
	3
	4
	20

	Computer-based assessment
	5
	10
	1
	2
	19

	Videoconferencing
	3
	4
	1
	3
	11

	Interactive whiteboard
	2
	3
	3
	3
	11

	Mobile or wireless devices
	3
	4
	1
	3
	11

	Streaming video/audio
	1
	3
	1
	1
	6

	Simulation/microworld
	0
	3
	0
	1
	4

	Average no. of technology types used per practitioner
	3.3
	6.1
	4.8
	6.6
	4.9


The use of the World-wide Web as a research tool was almost universal; however, VLEs (such as Blackboard and WebCT), discussion/bulletin boards and computer-based assessment were concentrated in the HE sector.

3.2.3
Approaches to designing for learning (questions 3.6, 3.7)

Two questions asked participants for their usual approach to designing for learning (i.e. how they planned, organised, sequenced and managed different learning activities, and how they structured students’ access to learning materials), and for the resources and tools which they used to support that process. Only the 27 participants who had experience of teaching
 responded to these questions. Table 4 shows participants’ responses to the question that asked them to select which one of six statements most closely matched their usual approach, or to summarise their own approach.

Table 4. Participants’ usual approaches to designing for learning

	Approach
	FE
	HE
	ACL
	X-S
	All sectors

	Plan sequence of activities for each lesson
	7
	5
	
	2
	14

	Prepare materials, but not detailed activities
	
	1
	
	
	1

	Use pre-defined lesson plan (e.g. NLN)
	
	
	
	
	0

	Adapt session plan from another year/course
	
	
	
	
	0

	Work at pace to suit group
	4
	1
	1
	2
	8

	Allow session to develop in response to learners
	1
	
	1
	
	2

	Other approaches mentioned:
· Plan sequence + work at group’s pace

· Develop curriculum to meet specific learner needs
	
	
1
	
	


1
	
1

1

	Total no. of responses from sector
	12
	8
	2
	5
	27


Over half of the respondents actively prepared their lessons in some way (as shown in the first two rows of Table 4), but they developed their own plans rather than following formally defined plans or re-using previous plans. Paying attention to learners’ needs —primarily by varying the pace, but also responding flexibly to learners’ needs and styles — was more a feature of FE (and possibly ACL, although the figures are too small to permit generalisations) than of HE.

Participants’ free-text descriptions of the materials and tools that they use to support the design process fell into three broad categories:

· Source materials, primarily syllabi and skills or standards documentation.
· Software tools, of which the most commonly used were mind-mapping tools (10 cases), word processors and other office productivity tools (9), Web design and authoring tools (3) and course design tools such as CourseGenie (2).

· Documents produced using the above tools: i.e. course plans, lesson pro-formas, reading lists for students.
3.3
Perspectives on e-learning

3.3.1
Analytical framework used

The three questions eliciting participants’ perspectives on different aspects of e-learning — the potential benefits, the enabling technologies and the issues in adopting it —required participants to formulate their own responses. This meant that we had to categorise responses according to the common themes emerging from them, using the process outlined in section 3.1. However, when analysing the benefits and issues it became apparent that an analytical framework was needed a) to provide an additional layer for grouping the numerous categories that had been identified and b) to enable us to map benefits to issues for the purposes of discussion.

Three candidate frameworks were considered: Activity Theory (Engeström 1998), a set of six dimensions to the technological revolution in learning outlined in the JISC publication Effective Practice with e-Learning (JISC 2004b) and the model of learning activity design developed by Helen Beetham (ibid.). Of these, only the Beetham model proved capable of capturing in a cohesive and comprehensive manner the categories defined in our analysis. The model, which is illustrated in Figure 1 on the next page, aims to align the three essential elements in design — learners, the environment in which they learn and the intended learning outcomes — with the teacher’s overall pedagogical approach and practice.
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Figure 1. The model of learning activity design used in analysis of questionnaire responses 
(Source: JISC 2004b)
3.3.2
Participants’ perceptions of the potential benefits of e-learning (question 3.3)

Although the questionnaire asked participants to identify and rank what they thought to be the seven most significant benefits of e-learning, for ease of analysis we focused only on those benefits ranked 1 (most significant) to 3. For clarity, Table 5 presents aggregate figures from the different educational sectors, but indicates those sectors in which a particular factor was particularly prominent (i.e. 50% or more of mentions came from practitioners in that sector). The table also includes two additional factors which emerged from the analysis but which do not feature in Figure 1: within-tutor factors and strategic (i.e. institutional) factors.

Table 5. Key benefits of e-learning identified by participants

	Benefits by category
	No. of mentions

	Learners:
	
	60

	· Accessibility: accommodate learners with disabilities, also disadvantaged learners and those excluded from “normal” learning
	9
	

	· Personalisation: accommodate differences in learning styles, abilities, pace etc. *FE*
	34
	

	· Motivation: promote engagement and greater participation by reticent learners
	9
	

	· Autonomy/self-management: enable students to become active learners and take responsibility for their own learning
	6
	

	· Development of learners’ ICT skills
	2
	

	Environment (tools and resources):
	
	23

	· Better availability of appropriate resources
	6
	

	· Sharing, customisation and/or re-use of tools and resources by teachers and/or learners
	10
	

	· Improved quality of communication + possibility for novel forms of interaction
	4
	

	· Other
	3
	

	Intended outcomes, including:
	
	3

	· Improved cognitive/learning skills
	2
	

	· Improved achievement rates
	1
	

	Activity, including:
	
	61

	· Support for “any time” learning (i.e. asynchronous interactions)
	9
	

	· Support for “anywhere” learning (i.e. distance learning, or activities away from the classroom)
	17
	

	· Support for collaborative learning
	9
	

	· Enhanced learning experience for students *HE*
	17
	

	· Availability of technology
	5
	

	· Frequent/timely feedback
	2
	

	· Blurring the edges between formal and informal learning
	1
	

	· Support for lifelong learning
	1
	

	Tutors’ practice:
	
	3

	· Enhanced support to individual learners (e.g. through ability to monitor them)
	2
	

	· Increased range of strategies available to the tutor
	1
	

	Tutors’ approach: 
	
	3

	· Improved approach to designing for learning
	2
	

	· Consideration of different pedagogical models
	1
	

	Impact of environment on intended outcomes
	
	0

	Tutors’ skills and work patterns
	
	2

	Strategic factors: economies of scale
	
	2


The majority of benefits were perceived to lie in factors related to learners, the learning activity and the environment in which they carry out that activity. However, the paucity of references to other elements in the learning design model — intended outcomes, teachers’ practice and approach, and the impact of environment on learning outcomes — does not necessarily mean that participants considered them to be less significant, just that they might have felt that e-learning does not bring any specific benefits to these areas. 

3.3.3
Technologies enabling e-learning (question 3.4)

Participants’ suggestions for the technologies, or uses of technology, that can best deliver the above benefits of e-learning fell into four broad categories, as shown in Table 6 on the next page. Once again, aggregate figures are given, and sectors accounting for at least half of the practitioners mentioning at least tool in a category are indicated.

A number of participants also stated in their responses those criteria that they felt to be important for deploying these technologies. For example, the chosen piece of technology should be relevant to the target group (i.e. support differences in ability and pace) and to the desired learning outcomes. The technology should also be embedded into the curriculum from the start (rather than being bolted on later), and should be developed in class so that learners feel comfortable with it. Finally, mention was made of the continued need for support — presumably for distance learners — from an experienced teacher or subject-matter expert.

Table 6. The technologies that best support e-learning, according to participants

	Categories of technology, with examples
	No. of participants mentioning at least one tool in category

	Interactive learning materials, e.g.

· Software: Web sites/CDs/DVDs *HE*
· Hardware: Interactive whiteboards *FE*, mobile devices
	19

	Communication tools to support collaborative learning and building online communities, e.g. videoconferencing, discussion forums, chat rooms
	18

	Learning environments e.g. VLEs, LAMS
	15

	Tools/resources for information access, e.g. intranet or internet sites *FE*
	10

	Course design tools
	10

	Assessment tools
	3

	Presentation tools
	1

	Tools aiding accessibility, e.g. voice files
	1


3.3.4
Issues taken into account when considering e-learning with particular learners (question 3.5)

This question required participants to name, and rank in order of priority, seven issues that they took into account when considering the use of a particular e-learning technology, or e-learning activity, with a particular group of learners. Once again, we analysed only those responses in the top three ranks, and organised them into categories along the lines of the model of learning activity design. Table 7 summarises the results of the analysis.

Table 7. Key issues in considering the use e-learning for particular learners

	Issues by category
	No. of mentions

	Learners:
	
	46

	· Accessibility: will the tool accommodate learners with disabilities/
disadvantaged or excluded learners?
	6
	

	· Personalisation: will the tool accommodate differences in learning styles, abilities, pace etc.? *FE*
	12
	

	· Motivation: will the tool promote engagement and participation?
	5
	

	· Autonomy/self-management: are the learners’ metacognitive skills sufficiently developed for them to be able to manage their own learning?
	3
	

	· ICT skills: do the learners have adequate ICT skills to use the tool?
	20
	

	Environment (tools and resources):
	
	64

	· Availability of tools/resources: are these appropriate to the setting, curriculum, activity and intended outcomes?
	27
	

	· Availability of technology: do learners have access to the necessary technology, both at home and in their place of learning (incl. outside formal lessons)?
	27
	

	· Usability: how easy is the tool to implement and use? Are there any issues integrating it with other tools/learning environments: e.g. problems with interoperability?
	5
	

	· Reliability: how robust is the tool and how good is the technical support?
	5
	

	Intended outcomes
	
	0

	Activity:
	
	18

	· “Any time” and/or “anywhere” learning: is either/are both of these supported?
	3
	

	· Students’ learning experience: is this enhanced by the tool?
	14
	

	· Feedback: can formative feedback be given?
	1
	

	Teachers’ practice 
	
	1

	Teachers’ approach
	
	1

	Impact of environment on intended outcomes
	
	0

	Tutors’ skills: level of ICT competence
	
	4

	Strategic factors: economies of scale
	
	2


Overall, fewer responses were made to this question than to the question on the benefits of e-learning, but with a similar focus on factors relating to the learner, the environment and the activity. Interestingly, some factors that were perceived to be significant benefits — such as promotion of autonomy and support for “any time”/“anywhere” learning, novel forms of communication and collaborative learning — did not feature so strongly when participants were considering implementing e-learning in practice. This apparent disparity will be explored further in the Discussion section of this report.

3.4
Participation in the LAMS trial

3.4.1
Reasons for participation in, and expectations of, the LAMS trial (questions 2.4, 4.2)
Participants’ reasons for joining the LAMS trial were elicited by asking them to select one or more items from a pre-defined list, while they were given free rein in stating what they hoped to gain from the trial. We categorised their free-text responses and mapped these categories to the pre-defined set of reasons, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Participants’ reasons for taking part in the LAMS trial and their expectations. Sectors accounting for 50% or more of mentions are indicated
Generally, participants’ reasons for joining the trial were approximately evenly divided among the four pre-defined reasons: viz., using LAMS for curriculum/instructional design, using LAMS with learners, evaluating LAMS for possible use by their department or organisation, and training or supporting others to use LAMS (cascading). The fifth reason — exploring the technological issues — was cited under the heading “Other” by participants who either had a technical role (e.g. investigating interoperability among e-learning systems) or an interest in such matters.
Expectations associated with the use of LAMS for curriculum design were: an improvement in one’s practice of designing for learning, development of one’s skills in relation to e-learning, and the sharing of practice with other participants in the trial. Expectations associated with using LAMS with learners focused on the enhancement of the learning experience; for example, through collaborative learning and/or support and monitoring by the teacher. Technology-oriented expectations included familiarisation with LAMS itself and the IMS LD specification, and an understanding of issues associated with the integration and interoperability of LAMS with other learning environments (such as VLEs).
3.4.2
Perceived benefits of LAMS (question 4.1)
The penultimate question offered participants a list of seven possible benefits of LAMS and asked them to rate the relevance of each one on a four-point scale. Table 8 summarises the numbers of practitioners who considered each benefit to be either relevant or highly relevant to their situation (i.e. the two highest ratings):
Table 8. Potential benefits of LAMS and numbers of participants who considered them to be at least relevant

	Benefit
	No. of “relevant”/
“highly relevant” ratings
	% of “relevant”/
“highly relevant” ratings

	Develop learners’ potential
	34
	17.0%

	Develop teachers’ skills and repertoire
	37
	18.5%

	Raise standards and/or promote quality
	29
	14.5%

	Promote and support innovation
	32
	16.0%

	Make more effective use of time
	23
	11.5%

	Explore technical capabilities of the LAMS system
	24
	12.0%

	Contribute to research and development agenda
	21
	10.5%


Two points in particular stand out from these figures. First, LAMS’ potential to develop participants’ own skills was considered at least as relevant as its potential to bring benefits to the learners. This stands in contrast to participants’ perspective on the benefits of e-learning in general (section 3.3.2), where within-tutor factors barely featured. Second, technically-oriented benefits (i.e. exploring capabilities and/or contributing to R&D) were seen to be relevant by over half of participants, including 13 of those who had described themselves as lecturers or tutors (i.e. non-technical roles).
4.
Discussion and Conclusion

Overall, the pre-training questionnaires provided a demographic profile of the LAMS trial participants as a group competent in the use of varying ranges of e-learning technologies. Their expectations of the trial were focused around LAMS’s potential to enhance their practice; for example, through stimulating them to consider different pedagogical models, improving their learning design skills, and enabling them to profile learners’ needs as well as support and monitor their progress. The evaluation team awaits with interest participants’ feedback on their experiences of designing and managing learning activities with LAMS, in order to ascertain whether these expectations have been realised.
Although the participants formed a self-selected group and as such cannot be considered representative of practitioners in the FE, HE and ACL sectors at large, nevertheless some of the data collected concurs with previous studies. For example, participants’ concern over students’ ICT skills reflects the concerns encapsulated in the CITSCAPES project
 and the high priority given by many HE institutions to developing the ICT skills of new undergraduates. Moreover, some of the data from the FE practitioners parallels findings reported in the Learning and Skills Council’s (2004) report on ICT and e-learning in that sector, in particular the low range of technology types used regularly by practitioners, the use of intranets and the Internet rather than VLEs as information repositories, the relative lack of interest in using e-learning to provide individualised learning experience and practitioners’ concerns over the availability of computers for students.
As already noted in section 3.3.4, a number of unexpected issues emerged from the analysis when we mapped the participants’ perceptions of the benefits of e-learning to the issues which they considered when thinking about using a piece of e-learning with an actual group of learners. For example, although the ability to personalise learning (i.e. to tailor it to an individual learner’s needs and preferences) was seen as a significant benefit by many, in practice it was a minority consideration. The same was true of the capacity of e-learning to support asynchronous and distance learning, to facilitate the sharing and re-use of learning resources, to foster collaborative learning and to promote novel forms of communication. Without probing the participants further, one must largely speculate on the reasons for the disparity between e-learning in principle and e-learning in practice. For example, do people perceive the benefits but do not yet feel comfortable about changing their personal pedagogy? Or are they constrained by the prevailing culture and/or curriculum (for example, are individualised learning and personalised support incompatible with collaborative learning experiences?)? Or, are the appropriate tools not yet widely available in participants’ institutions? Finally, if, as implied in participants’ responses, many learners are not yet ready for the active learning opportunities afforded by e-learning, how can they be “scaffolded” towards autonomy, and can LAMS take a role in mediating this progression? Questions such as these point to possible promising avenues of investigation beyond the immediate context of this questionnaire and the remit of the LAMS practitioner trial.
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� Some participants responded to this question even if they were not currently in a teaching role. We felt it was safe to assume that they had teaching experience, either on the basis of their responses to other parts of the questionnaire or from data obtained by other means (e.g. the “expression of interest” forms or personal communication).
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