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The aim of this project was to help raise the level of Internet information skills in Higher Education (HE) and key skills in ICT in Further Education (FE) by repurposing the RDN Virtual Training Suite (VTS) to assist widespread integration of this JISC resource into Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) and taught courses.
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1. Background

The aim of this project was to help raise the level of Internet information and research skills in Higher Education (HE) and key skills in ICT in Further Education (FE) by repurposing the RDN Virtual Training Suite (VTS) to assist widespread integration of this JISC resource into Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) and taught courses.

In June 2002 the RDN Virtual Training Suite <http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk> consisted of 56 “teach yourself” tutorials on the Web, designed to teach Internet information skills and key skills in ICT for different subjects taught in universities and colleges.  These were developed under the JISC 5/99 and Learning and Teaching programmes.

Web statistics and user feedback indicated that the RDN Virtual Training Suite was a highly popular JISC resource, yet its uptake in teaching programmes and VLEs was still in the early stages.  We wanted to maximise the investment placed in the development of this resource by offering lecturers and librarians tools and techniques that could be quickly and easily adopted in a range of courses and VLEs, and to promote speedy and widespread adoption in FE and HE courses across the country.

Supporting taught courses 

Although the VTS offers “teach yourself” independent online learning, it was also developed with a view to being integrated into taught courses, so that a local teacher could put it in the context of a wider curriculum and use assessment or other techniques to motivate students to learn.  VTS was designed to support courses such as:

· Information/research skills courses/modules (run by lecturers or librarians)

· Key skills in ICT taught as part of many subject curricula (the FE tutorials)

· Staff development courses in IT and Internet 

ILRT became aware of a number of pedagogic practices where lecturers, librarians and staff developers have built lessons, training workshops and assessments around the VTS (see Appendix 1).  Embedding it into a course enables higher-level learning as lecturers can build it into a wider learning context, provide supplementary materials and tasks and provide their own assessment.  We wanted to document some examples of best practice in embedding the VTS into taught courses, to help and inspire others to do the same.

Supporting VLEs

It is widely recognised that employing a variety of teaching methods best supports the diverse learning styles and preferences of students.  The VTS offers an alternative to traditional “sage on the stage” teaching, offering self-paced, interactive learning via the Web. 

As more lecturers set up a VLE to support their courses they are looking to develop “e-tivities” for these, and the VTS would be an obvious candidate.  We wanted to investigate how this might best be done in terms of technical interoperability. What was the best method for “plugging in” VTS into VLEs?  Would it be helpful to “chunk” VTS tutorials so that individual lecturers could decide for themselves, the level of granularity they use?

Aims of the project:

· Look at the process for re-purposing tutorials developed for HE into a tutorial format designed to serve the needs of FE.

· Promote the use of the VTS by lecturers and librarians in taught courses by creating case-study examples of good practice.

· Undertake research into “chunking” and re-packaging of existing VTS tutorials to create new VLE compliant learning objects (in line with existing and emerging standards such as IMS / SCORM) then investigate the best way to “plug-in” VTS tutorials into different VLE software packages
2. Methodology, activities and outputs

The project aimed to deliver:

· Five new VTS tutorials for FE students (based on re-working 5 HE tutorials) for FE students and lecturers across the country to use

· Case studies from practitioners: describing good pedagogic practice when using the VTS in taught courses

· A series of new VLE compliant learning objects based on the VTS materials for use in VLEs nationwide

· Test-bed examples of using VTS learning objects in VLEs: with trials in Blackboard, WebCT and Fretwell Downing VLEs.  

· “Guidelines on using the RDN Virtual Training Suite in taught courses and VLEs”: a set of pedagogic and technical guidelines for lecturers, librarians and learning technologists in HE and FE (based on the work above)

· A dissemination programme (in collaboration with the Programme, JISC-ASSIST, the RDN, RSCs and LTSNs) designed to ensure widespread take-up of the VTS resources in taught courses and VLEs across the country, and ultimately to raise the level of Internet information skills and Key Skills in ICT nationwide. 

These aims mapped directly onto 6 work packages:

Work Package 1:  Re-purposing HE tutorials to serve the needs of FE 

By re-purposing some of the VTS tutorials we aimed to create new, nationally available learning objects to support FE lecturers and students in key skills development in ICT. 

The first 39 tutorials within the RDN Virtual Training Suite were funded and designed to meet the needs of the higher education community.  When the JISC remit was extended to serve further education we received feedback from Regional Support Centre Staff and FE practitioners that although the learning objectives and basic approach of the tutorials was useful for further education, the language used and the level of difficulty was inappropriate.  We have since developed a new tutorial design that does aim to meet the needs of FE and 11 new tutorials are under development that cover new subject areas from the FE curriculum and which are specifically designed to support the teaching of key skills in ICT for these subjects.

In consultation with the RSC South West it was suggested we could usefully re-purpose some of the existing HE tutorials into the FE tutorial model, especially for key subject areas taught in both HE and FE.  Re-purposing HE learning materials for FE is not something we had tried before, but the potential benefits lead us to want to try.  A trial run would not only create new learning materials for FE, but would serve as a pilot, which is successful could be used to re-purpose many more of the HE tutorials in the future.  

Activities:

· Selected 5 HE tutorials to re-purpose for FE (in consultation with our Advisory Group)

· Commissioned FE practitioners to rework the pedagogic content of these tutorials to meet the needs of FE 

· Ran a training workshop at ILRT for these practitioners to enable them to produce materials that work with the VTS FE tutorial format

· Managed the authoring and editing of the 5 new tutorials

· HTML mark up of the new tutorials at ILRT

· Publication of 5 new FE tutorials within the RDN Virtual Training Suite

Outputs

5 new VTS tutorials for FE:

1   Internet for English Studies (both language and literature)

2   Internet Mathematics and Adult Numeracy

3   Internet for Science 

4   Internet for Learning Languages

5   Internet for Health and Safety at Work

Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/

Work Package 2: Case studies from practitioners: good pedagogic practice when using the VTS in taught courses 

The RDN Virtual Training Suite is designed to support the development of information skills and key skills in ICT.  We knew that a number of lecturers, librarians and trainers were already using the VTS to support their taught courses (many had filled in and returned the online feedback form with comments about this).  Some had told us about specific courses they used this resource with; others had described particular lessons, assessments and pedagogy they have built around our tutorials.  We would like to get more detailed information from practitioners and capture some examples of best practice to share with the wider community.      

This work package aimed to deliver case studies written by lecturers and teachers already successfully using the VTS in their taught courses.  The VTS can be used to help meet a number of different learning objectives in a wide range of FE and HE courses.  Our case studies aimed to reflect this by covering the following courses:

These case studies would be published in the pack created under work package 5.

Outputs:

Five case-studies with ideas for using VTS in taught courses and VLEs

Each offers ideas and materials from lecturers and librarians which might be adapted for use in other institutions.  Using the RDN Virtual Training Suite in:

-  A staff development workshop (Emma Place, University of Bristol)

-  Library information skills training (Heather Dawson, LSE Library)

-  Teacher training / staff development in ICT (Mark Williams, Sam Brown, Reading College)
-  Courses, building in group work activities (Julia Duggleby, Sheffield College)

-  Virtual Learning Environments (Andy Ramsden, University of Bristol)

The case studies include lesson plans, resources (workbooks, handouts and PowerPoint presentations) and ideas for class activities.
 Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/teachers/

Work Package 3:  Re-packaging existing VTS tutorials to create new VLE compliant learning objects

As Virtual Learning Environments are increasingly used to support taught courses in HE and FE, the need for high quality learning objects that can be easily and effectively “plugged-in” and used in these systems will increase.  We wanted to investigate how the RDN Virtual Training Suite might be embedded in VLEs across the country so that students from all subject areas can develop their ICT and Internet skills via course materials.

This work package aimed to investigate technical interoperability of VTS with VLEs.  It aimed to find simple and practical ways of enabling those setting up a VLE for their course (be they lecturers, learning technologists or librarians) to embed the VTS tutorials into their VLE.  Technical development work to re-purpose VTS tutorials into VLE compatible learning objects was planned:

Activities:

· A user consultation exercise (focus group meeting) to establish some priority technical and pedagogic requirements from users for embedding the VTS into their VLEs.

· Exploration of the technology required, to enable learning objects based on VTS material to support VLE inter-working. This built on existing work carried out by Reading College as part of the JISC 0001 FE MLE interoperability pilot concerning content interoperability.

· Addressing the technical inter-working and issues associated with differing degrees of granularity.  The project recognised that both technology and pedagogy can determine the degree of granularity that is necessary for content to work successfully with a broad range of VLE systems.

· Investigating problems associated with inter-working with non-standard compliant platforms.  This includes the lack of conformity among major vendor VLE's in supporting XML navigation with individual objects. 

· Determining means to achieve useful XML manifesting of the generated learning objects at differing degrees of granularity.

· Development of bespoke architecture to enable the wide-scale technical re-purposing of VTS content.

· Disseminating the findings of the above, with the principle aims of: Encouraging the FE / HE sector to adopt common good practices concerning content granularity and Vendors to adopt common technical standards.  Early cooperation with the developers of Strand B architecture and tools to ensure compatibility and provide rapid evidence of the effective link up between the two strands.

This work was done by Reading College and ILRT.

Outputs:

Technical Report “Repackaging tutorials for the RDN Virtual Training Suite to create new VLE-compliant learning objects”

Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/x4l/

Work Package 4:  Test-bed trials of the VTS learning objects in VLEs 

To promote widespread adoption of the RDN Virtual Training Suite in VLEs we needed to test the interoperability of the learning objects in a variety of VLEs to create proof of concepts and models for others to use.

This work package aimed to run trial-run interoperability of our re-purposed learning materials in VLEs that reflected a) all the main VLE software vendors b) both FE and HE organisations:

· Trial in Blackboard (at Reading College)

· Trial in Web CT (by Mark Power ay Bolton College)
Activities:

· The division of VTS content into learning objects was based on the pedagogic findings from the user consultation exercise and the technical considerations that emerged from work package two. 

· Test bedding of VTS learning objects in multiple VLEs and learning situations.  This focused on technical and pedagogic areas and the outcomes will form the basis for work package 5.

Outputs:

Technical Report: “Repackaging tutorials for the RDN Virtual Training Suite to create new VLE-compliant learning objects”

Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/x4l/
Work Package 5: Creation of “Guidelines on using the RDN Virtual Training Suite in taught courses and VLEs”

To promote widespread adoption of these JISC resources in HE and FE courses, we captured the results from the work above to create a set of guidelines aimed at lecturers, teachers, learning technologists and librarians interested in using the Virtual Training Suite to support their teaching of Internet information and research skills and ICT key skills.

Activities

· Writing technical guidelines on embedding VTS into VLEs

· Writing pedagogic guidelines on embedding VTS into taught courses

This work was done by ILRT and Reading College in collaboration with their institutional VLE teams.

Outputs

 “Resources for Teachers and Trainers: Guidelines on using the Virtual Training Suite in taught courses and VLEs” – a Web page with downloadable resources

Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/teachers/

Work Package 6:  Dissemination

We wanted to encourage widespread adoption of these results amongst the FE and HE community.

Activities

· Worked with JISC Communications, the RDN, JISC RSCs and LTSNs to publicise the outputs of this project 

· Promoted these findings via events and articles
Outputs

-  Press release / announcement circulated to the above organisations in June 03.  “5 new, free Internet tutorials for FE students from the RDN Virtual Training Suite”.  

Available from: http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/news/020603.html 

- Article in NILTE News (36) June 2003
Five New Free Internet Tutorials for FE Students from the RDN Virtual Training Suite
Available from:  http://www.nilta.org.uk/NILTA/niltanewsletters/NILTANews36.pdf
-  Article in the ALT newsletter: 41. April 2003. P.4
The RDN Virtual Training Suite: A Simple, Off-the-shelf Solution for Improving Students' Information Literacy.  Emma Place, Paul Smith, Allison Littlejohn

 Available from:  http://www.alt.ac.uk/docs/ALT41.pdf
- Presentation at eLit 2003: Second International Conference on Information and IT Literacy “Putting the cart before the horse: a discussion on national resources for e-literacy and information skills”

http://www.m25lib.ac.uk/m25sec/business/CPD25/cpd25home.html
-  Exhibited at the RSC London Jamboree 04/07/03 

-  Press release/announcement (sent to the organisations above for widespread dissemination)
Available from:   http://www.vts.rdn.ac.uk/news/

3. Future Priorities

With the end of this project, funding for development of the RDN Virtual training Suite has ceased.

VTS has a small amount of funding to be maintained as a service of the RDN and so the Web site will remain live, and content of tutorials will be kept up to date by RDN hubs.  However, no budget is now available for promotion or development.  Pat Crocker, JISC Services Manager states:

“The current position is that you have funding this year to continue to maintain the VTS material.  Further funding is dependent on the outcome of the current review of the RDN. 

The consultants who have been conducting the review have presented their report and the JISC has agreed that the RDN will continue for a further three years, although funding will be capped,there will be some restructuring and priorities for the service will need to be agreed”. 

We await the decision from JISC on this, but it seems that maintenance rather than development, will be the future for VTS unless new JISC development money becomes available.

4. Impacts

This was a research and development project and so we have not done a formal evaluation of impacts, which are likely to come after the outputs are disseminated into the community.  However, we are beginning to see signs that the VTS is being embedded into taught courses, from comments from our online feedback forms (see Appendix 1).

Appendix 1:  User-feedback

The list below offers some raw evidence that VTS is being adopted in the UK higher and further education sector, and that it is being integrated into taught courses, library training sessions and is being actively promoted by a number of educational institutions.

All the VTS tutorials have an online feedback form.  These quotes are a selection of the answers given to the question: How did you locate the tutorial?  
School Student

"Through my course."
"Through a key skills lesson at college."
"It was given as a tutorial assignment."
"From my assignment for my course."
"by clicking on the link located in my bx101 module notes webpage..."
"librarian recommended it"

School Teacher

"Department of Education Inservice circular"

"I received a newsletter from Education Planet"

"Recommended to me by another teacher"

"through flyer in College"

"Part of a course Online Education and Teaching University of London"

"Tutorial by RSC Wales"

"Intel Teach to the Future class"

"Given website address at a short course I am attending, run by Birmingham Uni."

FE Student

"I accessed the virtual training suite as instructed by my lecturer"

"Through University Tutor"

"class activity"

"Tutorial at University."

"Head of Learning Resource Centre at my College"

"Given the website address by the Open University"

"Coventry University online library "

"The teacher showed us where to look."

"My college lecturer told us about this site and advised us to have a look."

"through SOSIG"

"from using blackboard"

FE Lecturer

"Learning Resource Centre"

"From a Librarian colleague"

"From Internet Resources for Mathematics booklet"

"Paws handbook "

"Training Session, investigating materials for use in teaching"

"Through learning resources manager at the college who emailed details to all staff"

"through a NLN training session"

"at a training session run by RDN"

"Recommended site for current Cert Ed course"

"Through a LeTTOL course"

"Information from our ILT curriculum co ordinator"

"Through our college IT Champion"

FE Librarian

"Recommendation from library staff"
"LIS_medical JISC email posting"
"As part of an RSC training event"
"By accessing Biome"
"at an RDN training session"
"previous use of RDN VTS - aware it was coming"

FE learning resources staff

"The Physics Teacher "

"Referred by a tutor who was involved in the development of the Health section of the website."

"while searching for some articles for pursuing research in economics"

"Saw demo at online information conference"

"Through AHIS (Animal Health Information Specialists) UK & Ireland"

"via rdn workshop in london"

"By book resources of RCN"

"Recommended by other members of staff"

"Workshop organised at City and Islington College. Have been using the VTS for a while though!"

HE Undergraduate Student

"It was in my Reading List."

"from blackboard"

"Timetabled Library internet session"

"via class notes"

"library infoskills"

"via university philosophy module homepage."

"Requested to complete in philosophy tutorial."

"Through the philosophy dept. at leeds uni"

"reference to it in lecture"

"For a practical tutorial"

"Through my Academic skills Lecturer"

"Compulsory for course module"

"IT lesson"

"through a philosophy practical"

"Link on university learn on-line page, posted by lecturer"

"Weekly web course for my E-lit option"

"ICT lecture"

"Information handbook from the library resources "

"During the It session on my course"

"We are using it as part of one of our module practical tutorial "

"In a practical computing lesson"

"Through College Training Course"

HE Postgraduate Student

"University of Aberystwyth electronic sources"

"library"

"University of Ulster Guide to Library Services."

"induction handout from university of essex"

"URL in the PAWS Handbook provided during enrolment on present course at Kings College London"

"College library site"

"via a tutorial taught whilst on computers in University on a postgraduate legal practice course. We had the printed out tutorial and then an hours tutorial in which we could try out the skills in practice"

"university library link"

"Palmer Chiropractic College in Iowa, USA requires an Information Literacy class."

"Via www.ngfl.gov.uk"

"e-mailed to all course members by course orgniser"

"directed by tutor"

"Law School informed me of it"

"completed as part of course"

HE Lecturer

"PSA Newsletter"

"E-mail from the university librarian"

"mentioned in king's college PAWS handout (University of London)"

"via a module within MSc course on developing learning though ICT"

"Looking for activities for students"

"Through a nursing educators list serv "

"Thru the OMNI gateway"

"Webcorp's reviews links"

"It was mentioned today in the Chronicle of Higher Education"

"LTSN workshop"

"referred by college IT department"

"netskills course"

"e-mail from university library services"

"As a result of an excellent session conducted by P. Kilcoyle on the use of the internet for teachers....or, the use of ILT as a tool really."

"Alerted by Learning and teaching Unit"

HE Librarian

"searching for SOSIG via Lycos"

"Message on e-mail bulletin board by another member of library staff"

"Attended launch and came to site to review content for possible inclusion in a flexible learning module. "

"Publicity material and word-of-mouth"

"Recommended by a colleague"

"Told about it by a senior Librarian"

"From RDN leaflets"

"Word of mouth"

"From the Business Liaison Librarian at the University of Southern Queensland Library"

"Browsing the web site of the Institute for Advanced Legal Studies."

"We have linked your tutorial to the Internet help pages on our library website."

Independent Trainer

"Search Engine Watch Report"

"read about it in training zone, a UK website with training tips."

"From the Ultraversity site"

"SOSIG - found via Great Ormond Street website (library)"

"looking for distance learning course on gender (& development) issues"

"Staffordshire county Council Links Page"

"by LeTTOL (university of Sheffield)"

"Via information given by Worcester college. This led me to Resource Discovery Network."
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