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Session 1, ‘Update on Design for Learning’ has been dominated by Jane Plenderleith’s apparently simple question: ‘What is good design?’ No definitive answers yet, but some interesting attempts at a definition: ‘pleasing form and elegant functionality’ from Jane, ‘an iterative conversation with one’s materials’ (from me, but it is a quotation). Newcomers to the meeting could do worse than starting here and offering an opinion, or just an example of what good design means to them. It is bound to be a lively and ongoing debate.

There has been a lot of activity in the two discussions about the ‘learning design tools’ evaluation projects, led by Mira Vogel and Liz Masterman. Mira’s session (Session 2: ‘Designs for Learning in VLEs’) was kicked off by a brilliant powerpoint presentation that offers far more food for thought than we have been able to digest today. But one theme has been picked up on – the idea that learning ‘designs’ may be hidden or tacit in what practitioners do, and that it may not actually be possible to represent them adequately. Or as Mira says: ‘if we're not careful we privilege outcomes over process because the process is too complicated to measure’. If this sounds too abstract, there are plenty of bread-and-butter questions about effective use of VLEs to get your teeth into here as well.

Liz’ session (Session 3: Evaluation of Tools Used in Designing for Learning’) has generated the most debate so far. People have given a range of answers to the first discussion question: ‘What tools do you use when you are engaged in designing for learning?’ ranging from Macromedia products to the back of an envelope. Liz has also asked us to think about what would constitute ‘effective’ use of design tools, and what requirements we have, as practitioners, for tools that really support the way we work. Doug Gowan launched an interesting thread on the need for learning ‘designs’ to be visible – or at least comprehensible – to learners as well as to practitioners. He says: ‘Learners should be able to see the different elements that make up the learning plan - how activities relate to aims and learning outcomes, what resources are linked to the activities, what assumptions are made about collaboration, and so on.’ The debate has been active and interesting, but would benefit from a wider range of participants – that means you!

Theme 4, future plans, is effectively on hold at the moment as people are still catching up with current projects. However, this will be an important area of discussion at our face to face meeting on Wednesday, so hopefully this theme will be used next week by people unable to make that event, or wanting to contribute more reflectively to the discussion. Watch this space for more details.

Thanks to everyone who has taken part today – enjoy your weekend, and see you back here on Monday. Bring your friends.

Helen
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Summary Tuesday October 3rd (should have been 2nd - sorry!)

October 4, 2005 - 09:58 pm

Hi conferencers, and sorry for the delay with this summary. I've been at meetings and workshops in Scotland and had problems with internet access. However, I did get a chance to catch up in the real world (should that be 'face time'?) with a couple of people who have been posting to the conference. An interesting meeting of on- and off-line identities!

There has been plenty of interesting discussion over the past couple of days in all three of the live sessions (1 to 3). Or as Richard E says: 'this is an excellent discussion and a well organised conference [thanks for that!]. How one keeps up with all the rest reflects the real challenge of designing all learning experiences, that of quality time'!

There do seem to be a lot of people reading who are not posting, and while this isn't a problem, I'm worried that perhaps those of us who are involved in these projects are talking a language that isn't widely shared. Yes there are some interesting research issues here, but there are also some really practical questions that we need answers to, such as:

* What kinds of tools do people use to design learning activities, lesson plans and the like?

* What would make for 'effective' or 'good' design?

* How should learners be involved in the design process?

* Is there any point trying to explain what happens between teachers and learners? Does effective design - like the proverbial joke, or the proverbial frog - tend to die in the process of dissection?

I'd like to think we can combine the research and practice concerns in this conference, so please consider posting your own ideas and examples.

I have combined the three sessions in my summary, as the conversations are increasingly overlapping, but some highlights include:

On learners' designing their own learning:

Jane P: "So are learners engaged in a process of designing their own learning from the materials available to them in their own particular context?" 

Stuart L: "I wonder to what extent they [learners] want to have control over this? ... I suppose my main concern is that in all of these discussions the practitioner must be the key figure. I think that is the only way a new initiative will succeed, and to be honest I think that is what the students would expect also."

Richard E: "it’s all a matter of getting the balance right and involving students in contributing to the design of the learning experience whilst recognising that their knowledge and experience (in most cases) will only serve to complement that of the discipline expert"

On guidelines for effective design:

Richard E: "Guidelines not tramlines should be applied to learning design in such a way that outcomes reflect both the discipline and user preferences"

Kathy T: "I'm uncomfortable sometimes with trying to pin down a process that is inherently creative (or should be! Remember The 'Art' of teaching?)"

On operational issues eclipsing educational ones:

Paul M: "design & management of a learning environment is often based on practical reasoning, in which tutors and teachers integrate knowledge of students, subject expertise and local knowledge of university conditions and procedures, and a knowledge of what works for them as teachers. The problem for staff is that new technology often disrupts and alters the condition of that knowledge in unforeseen ways, uncovering issues that had remained hidden, implicit."

Hope to see you all online on Thursday and (some of you) face to face tomorrow.

Helen

