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Introduction
This document offers a short discussion of the findings of the JISC Practitioner project and relates it to approaches that are emerging to allow the representation of teaching experiences for reuse. In particular it looks at experience on exchange of vocabularies the relevance of IMS Learning Design (IMSLD, 2003) and design patterns (e.g. Goodyear et al, 2004) which draws on the work on Architectural Patterns by Christopher Alexander (Alexander, 1979).

Project results

The project carried out a set of detailed reviews across tools, resources, institutional services and national services based upon an overall scope (Sharpe, 2004a). A Synthesis (Sharpe, 2004b) resulted in a further report and Typology (Sharpe, 2004c) setting out a matrix summary of key principles across representation, staff development and organisational support. An early version of this typology was examined empirically by asking for feedback and discussion points from practitioners, this empirical work is reported in (Bostock & Smith, 2004).
In the empirical report possible criticisms are reported of the typology, those aspects listed in the summary of that report include:
· Language (use of specialist vocabulary)

· Audience (variation needed to suit different groups)

· Purpose (use for staff development against direct use by practitioners or organisations)
· Practitioner input (a way to bring in experiences)

· Educational theory (not included within the typology)
· Evaluation (omitted as an important principle)
Some of these criticisms were to be expected in attempting to design such a typology for a situation where the earlier review studies had revealed a range of possible solutions and no single ‘right’ answer. It is important to note that the typology was broadly welcomed by those involved in the testing, but perhaps was an attempt to over simplify the results from the project. However, these comments can also be reviewed with reference to the work of those developing educational standards. In the next sections this is carried out and related to the typology for in three areas: vocabularies, learning design and  learning patterns.
Representing and sharing vocabularies

The development of metadata for learning objects (IMS_Metadata, 200?, LOM, 200?) revealed that agreement about the different aspects of learning to record in the metadata was not enough; the vocabulary to use was also vital. In early use of the metadata standards specific vocabularies were suggested while leaving the eventual vocabularies used open to choice. However, the suggested vocabularies were not sufficient (e.g. based on US levels of education or extremely simplified), and that using locally relevant vocabularies (e.g. course code systems internal to a University) meant that the result was not transferable. The current view represented in work on vocabulary description exchange (VDEX - http://www.imsglobal.org/vdex/index.cfm) is that it is important to allow local vocabulary development, but to a transferable format and available from a public site for others to use. At the same time there has been collaborative work on agreeing use of vocabularies within sufficiently cohesive communities – e.g. the SeSDL Educatonal Taxonomy (http://www.sesdl.scotcit.ac.uk/). 
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Figure 1: Diagram summarising mechanisms for exploiting vocabularies encoded using XML thesauri (from Brasher & McAndrew, 2003​)

A proposed methodology for exploiting vocabularies for metadata is outlined in figure 1 (based on work led by Andrew Brasher (Brasher & McAndrew, 2003)). In figure 1 the suggested approach is to represent the vocabularies using shareable thesauri containing not only the terms but additional explanation, hierarchies and relationships. This approach would need to be further mapped in to the terminology of the practitioner project. By then identifying the specialist use of vocabulary within the project, for example in such terms as “intervention”, “accessibility” and “design”, we can attempt to be clear about the meaning for its original audience but prepare for a more transferable version for other audiences.

Learning Design

Learning Design as a standard allows the representation of units of learning and as such is a candidate for the representation of practitioner experiences. Bill Olivier, one of the architects of the standard, in a recent online event as part of the Unfold project stated “I think the ability to share and modify LDs will enable us to build up better practice for eLearning - and that is the main aim of LD” (http://www.unfold-project.net:8085/UNFOLD/about_folder/events/billjuly04/fulltranscript). The review of Learning Design produced by Sandy Britain (Britain, 2004) makes many good points about the current state of developments of the IMS specification and other work in the area. Early in the paper he draws the distinction between “‘learning design’ (small ‘l’, small ‘d’) when we are talking about the general concept and ‘Learning Design’ (Capital ‘L” and ‘D”) when referring to the concept as implemented in the IMS specification.” This is an important distinction as discussion about learning design has encouraged a greater focus on activities and collaboration, which were the features that inspired the developers of EML and the Learning Design specification, however use of the specification itself has been inhibited by the lack of tools and limitations in the existing specification, for example Dalziel (2003) has commented on absence of tools supporting broader ranges of collaborative tasks and also missing support for the concepts of group creation and monitoring. Britain highlights in his first recommendation “that the concept of learning design can be usefully distinguished from the implementational level” and that “work needs to be conducted to examine the range of approaches to ‘designing for learning’ in use by teachers and lecturers and the software tools that are or could be used to support these activities”.
Given that Learning Design is a developing specification and the current lack of tools what lessons can we take for this project?  At one level it is important to consider that there is a very significant amount of work underway on the editors, players and practice needed to implement Learning Design. In the short to medium term this means that those who do invest in describing their own learning activities in the framework of Learning Design can expect to have improving support and lead up to the availability of transferable runnable designs – i.e. Learning Design is a good candidate for formally capturing activity descriptions and making them available for use in other circumstances. However there remain barriers to the adoption of learning design:
a. The existence of generic descriptions of the services needed to run such designs. Only a very limited number of services are included in level A of Learning Design. For designs to be transferable then a wider range of generic services needed to be described and then matched to appropriate local services. This is proving problematic for other projects such as the Sakai project (http://sakaiproject.org/) where work on describing such services has concentrated on developer support (e.g. Open Service Interface Definition - OSIDs) and has yet to address how to allow the different services to be represented at the design level. Work on the LAMS system (Dalziel, 2003) has revealed that providing a set of configurable tools that support a range of pedagogically sound activities is very engaging to the teacher community but hard to represent in a way that is compatible with the LD specification.
b. The process of writing down a design as described in the best practice guide is time consuming involving building use cases, representing activities through UML diagrams and then codifying the design in XML. Only the last stage of this is then apparent in the current range of software tools and can then appear to offer a rigid design that is transferable for reuse but does not engage the teacher in having to understand how the activity works before reuse. This aspect is considered by using a Patterns based approach rather than the more rigid Learning Design.
Patterns
Learning patterns (Goodyear et al, 2004) looks to work on Architectural Patterns (Alexander, 1979) as a way to capture knowledge from designers and share them with practitioners. In particular it looks to emulate features of architectural patterns to consider patterns as the source for advice to reproduce the general forms of architecture without the expectation that any cases are exactly the same. Thus a pattern "describes a problem which occurs over and over again in our environment, and then describes the core of the solution to that problem, in such a way that you can use this solution a million times over, without ever doing it the same way twice" (Alexander et al., 1977, p.x).

Design patterns applied to learning seeks to identify what can be provided as useful background, guidance and illustration in describing a set of inter related descriptions for ways to assist learning online. A pattern is seen as something that will not be reused directly but can assist the informed teacher build up their own range of tasks, tools or materials that can draw on a collected body of experience. This produces a difference of position between what is needed to implement Learning Design within a player as the paradigm provided by the Patten is not to supply a complete solution but rather to give enough guidance and expect human intervention and variation in each reuse. This may be integrated with particular solutions such as coded Learning Designs or LAMS sequences or existing courses, however the focus is on producing abstracted descriptions that engage the designer over packaged answers.
The format for a Pattern adapted from (Goodyear, 2004) is:

i) A picture (showing an archetypal example of the pattern).

ii) An introductory paragraph setting the context for the pattern (explaining how it helps to complete some larger patterns).

iii) Problem headline, to give the essence of the problem in one or two sentences.

iv) The body of the problem (its empirical background, evidence for its validity, examples of different ways the pattern can be manifested).

v) The solution. Stated as an instruction, so that you know what to do to build the pattern.

vi) A diagrammatic representation of the solution.

vii) A paragraph linking the pattern to the smaller patterns which are needed to complete and embellish it.

Figure 2: the structure of a typical Alexandrian pattern.

Such patterns are then integrated into a pattern language by providing related components – the example given in (Goodyear et al, 2004) is a discussion group pattern that draws on patterns for discussion role, facilitator, discursive task.

The strength of the patterns approach is shown in communities that adopt them such as the original application to Architecture and also in software development. In communities that have adopted the pattern approach, design patterns are usually drafted, shared, critiqued and refined through an extended process of collaboration. Thus patterns have the potential to contribute to the sharing of techniques between developers of learning activities. 

In contrast though to Learning Design, patterns offer informality and are open to different interpretations and different implementations at the detail level. This can be criticised as raising issues of shared vocabulary and descriptive power as has occurred with metadata; on the other hand it can also be seen as allowing in contributions with a lower overhead and encouraging users to engage with and challenge the contents of patterns rather than adopt them unchanged.

A further stage to build on the work of the practitioner project would be to seek to develop such a collection of learning patterns as part of a pattern language. This should be in concert with other similar efforts, for example the E-LEN project (http://www2.tisip.no/E-LEN/) has produced sample templates and encouraged contributions.

Conclusion

This note has considered the valuable work in the practitioner project and suggested that there are benefits in
1) reviewing the representation of the language within its typology as a vocabulary.
2) Encouraging appropriate use of learning design representations

3) Incorporating practitioner input as learning patterns.

These suggestions sit alongside the overall recommendations of the project (Oliver & Sharpe, 2004) as a contribution to recommendation:

A2
The JISC e-learning and pedagogy strand should support further development of the Typology of Effective Interventions as a tool for the practitioner communities it is intended to serve.
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