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Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms
BBC

Blackpool Borough Council
BFC

Blackpool and the Fylde College
COFE

Curriculum Officer Further Education
CoVE

Centre of Vocational Excellence

CMS

Content Management System

CSALT
Centre for Study of Advanced Learning Technologies

CTF

Common Transfer File
DfES

Department for Education and Skills
FE
Further Education 

FTE
Full Time Employee/Employment

16yrs+, Vocational, Academic and Business Courses including Special Needs)
HE

Higher Education

18yrs+ Academic First (undergraduate) Degrees up to and including Masters and Research Posts (Doctorates / Alumni)
ICT

Information and Communication Technologies

IMS

The IMS Global Learning Consortium, Inc.
IoNode
Input output Node
JISC

Joint Information Systems Committee
LEA

Local Education Authority
LLL

Life Long Learner



All children/adults whether or not currently engaged in learning
LR

Learning Resources

Anything that a teacher uses to enable learning directly or indirectly, for example a video clip on a VLE or a photocopied handout.
LRD

Learner Record Data
Personal and academic data held on pupils/students enrolled in educational establishments.

LU

Lancaster University
LUVLE
Lancaster University Virtual Learning Environment
MIF

Management, Information and Finance
The administrative department where data held on students and necessary for enrolments, finance, qualifications and attendance and attainment statistics for example, is collated and maintained.

MIS

Management Information Systems


The team and/or software that carries out the above tasks.

MLE

Managed Learning Environment
A VLE incorporating the institution’s administrative IT systems (see MIF) and possibly also libraries, content management systems, communication tools etc.

MUSCLE
Managed University Schools and College Learning Environment
NIIMLE
Northern Ireland Integrated Managed Learning Environment

NWLG

NorthWest Learning Grid

PD

Project Director
PM

Project Manager
PDP

Personal Development Profile

An electronic version of the portfolio which also enables reflective learning to take place as well as the collation of electronic files, reports etc with the potential to become an e-CV. PDPs can include interactive areas where tutors may communicate with a students reflections (with their express permission – access is controlled by the student) or leave their own comments on file. PDPs aim to be portable and are usually confidential to the student.
PLE

Personalised Learning Environment

A potentially confusing term which has nothing to do with ILT – personalised learning is a student centred approach to education which may include the use of VLEs/MLEs etc should this be of personal benefit to the pupil/student.

PTE

Part Time Employee/Employment
RSC 

Regional Support Centre



A JISC provision of free guidance and training (particularly FE/HE) on e-learning.

SCORM
Shareable Content Object Reference Model
SHELL
Southwest Host for Enhancing Lifelong Learning
SMT

Senior Management Team
T&L

Teaching and Learning
UI

User Interface

UKOLN
The United Kingdom Office for Library and Information Networking
VLE

Virtual Learning Environment
The delivery of learning resources on-line potentially including a number of tools such as learning resources, communication tools, assessment, on-line access to tutor, peer group support etc.

VM Dev.
VLE/MLE Developer (H. Matthews).
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Executive Summary

Aims and Objectives

The Managed University Schools’ College Learning Environment (MUSCLE) project objective was the support of Life Long Learning across different educational sectors and institutions, to include the sharing and exchange of electronic Learning Resources and Learner Record Data (LRD) by means of a replicable model.  The output comprises a report on the issues raised and solutions found during this development work.

Overall Approach

MUSCLE is based on an Action Research approach, overseen by its Steering Group, and reporting according to the JISC project guidelines.  Bi-monthly Team Meetings informed the project’s practical work and development activities.  Key Witness interviews were also completed as part of the Internal Evaluation, and development process.   The interviews were conducted by MUSCLE Team members from Lancaster University.

Project activities over a 2 year period from 1st August 2003, to July 31st 2005 formed and informed this Final Report.   The report details and discusses the project work packages and the outcome findings in full.

Findings
1. Each partner organisation (School, College, University) is complex in structure.  This affects the ability to forge cross-sector links.

2. Implementation of e-Learning and Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) are socio-technological endeavours, where arguably the people issues are more complex and challenging than the technological problems (that in themselves are complicated by lack of common standards).

3. Change Management/Culture Change Issues far outweigh technical issues in their impact.

4. Projects deemed to be external or extraneous to an institutions internal strategic development, and therefore not embedded into (ICT and Teaching and Learning (T&L)) policy, do not have the necessary influence to affect the changes required for the successful implementation of an MLE across any institution.  This compounds the difficulty in sharing resources that span three institutions, each in different sectors.

5. Secondments and short term project staffing may not be effective in instigating and embedding long term ICT or T&L culture change.  Long term staffing establishment posts, and the evolution of the Learning Technologists needs to be seriously considered, particularly in the Schools and FE sector where this role is not yet embedded. 

6. There are two main culture clashes in such a project: 

· the competitive nature of educational establishments   v   the ethos of sharing and openness, and, 

· the altruistic nature of education provision   v   the market based software/hardware development houses.

Achievements
1. Interactive Vocational & Basic Skills Materials on the college VLE,  with shared access to schools 14-19s pupils.

2. Extending of the DfES School-to-School (S2S) system to post 16 educational establishments to enable sharing of Learner Record Data between the LEA and college.

3. Dialogue between Blackpool and the Fylde College’s (BFC’s) Learning Resource Centre and Lancaster University (LU) with a view to initiating HE e-Journal sharing. 

4. Dialogue between LU’s ICT development team and both BFC and BBC.

5. The initiation of extending Data Protection consent forms for 14-19s vocational pupils to ensure the legal transfer and sharing of LRD between BFC and Blackpool LEA.

Conclusions

The MUSCLE project identifies socio-technological (people) issues of Teaching and Learning development that far outweigh problems related to hardware, software, or networks – for example: 

· deeply embedded institutional cultures,

· the competitive drive of both individuals and institutions, 

· the nature of ICT T&L initiatives,

· the resulting post allocations, and, 

· resistance both internally and externally to new ways of working. 

MUSCLE suggests re-thinking the role of the Learning Technologists to enable peer-to-peer collaboration across institutions and sectors, as well as developing strategic and operational links.

Background

In September 2001 the Government initiated the Aim Higher Campaign (formerly Excellence Challenge), aimed at 13-16 year old pupils from low socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds with little or no historical practice in their families or communities of entering post 16 education at either FE or HE. Two of the main aims were:

· to strengthen partnerships between schools, colleges, universities and other providers of post-16 education operating with Excellence in Cities areas and Education Action Zones, both of which apply to Blackpool

· to support 13-19 year old in schools and colleges 

In 2003 the government’s green paper proposed a major reform of 14-19 education in order to broaden the range of learning opportunities including vocational subjects from age 14, with linked pathways to training and HE.  Emphasis focused on greater flexibility in the types of learning and modes of delivery. The resultant Government Policy Statement, 14-19 Opportunity & Excellence included: 

· the introduction of the new GCSEs in vocational subjects and the extension of the Increased Flexibility Programme (IFP) for 14-16 year olds

· the introduction alternative qualifications to the 6-unit Foundation and Intermediate GNVQ also being made available through Section 96

· ICT remaining compulsory as a subject area but becoming integrated into all curriculum areas

· KS4 students learning about work and enterprise

· an entitlement to for students to study literacy, numeracy and computer skills to level 2 up to the age of 19 years old

· an entitlement to study another language, a humanities subject, arts subject and D&T

· the provision of vocational GCSE subjects

· the expansion of the modern apprenticeship programme

In 2003 the joint initiative Partnerships for Progression (P4P) funded by HEFCE and the LSC began an initial three-year programme. The aim of this initiative was the formation of comprehensive partnerships of universities, colleges and schools with other stakeholders in a region for the development and delivery of a regional plan to raise aspirations and achievement of young people, in order to encourage progression into higher education.

Locally, Blackpool Borough Council and Blackpool and the Fylde College had already begun to collaborate at a strategic level to ensure that commercial VLEs purchased were compatible, and had also begun to look at the possibility of shared hosting across the networks.  Connectivity was in the process of being piloted as the Bid was prepared. As an Associate College of Lancaster University, Blackpool and the Fylde College already had academic links to some of their HE faculties and resources, therefore the key stakeholders were already collaborating to some extent beyond albeit within traditional institutional boundaries. 

The aforementioned Government initiatives in this particular local framework informed the bid to JISC from Blackpool & The Fylde College in partnership with Blackpool Borough Council and Lancaster University under phase two of the Managed Learning Environments for Lifelong Learning programme.  The key areas for research are the development of an MLE specifically looking at sharing Learner Record Data (LRD), Learning Resources multi-institutionally - ‘vertically’ as well as virtually - and the Embedding of Key Skills into learner resources within the MLE.  

The key research areas were the sharing of:

· Learning Resources multi-institutionally (Vertical Learning Environment concept)

· Learner Record data bi-directionally, between School, College, and University.

Historical Perspectives

Blackpool Borough Council became a unitary authority in 01 April 1998.  Since then the ICT Department has aimed to support the Council’s community, corporate and service business needs. This has been achieved by advising and delivering cost effective, integrated solutions that are delivered on time and meet expected requirements. The ICT department also provide strategic guidance and corporate policies, for example Internet and email usage policy, information management and security guidance and e-Government statement (IEG). 

The ICT Department is extremely forward thinking, continuously looking to develop and progress in all areas of ICT and enthusiastic in the uptake of new and cutting edge technologies where they integrate and enable the provision of quality services for all customers, clients and the community.

ICT staff members are proactive and empowered to make key decisions.  A wide variety of projects both internal and external continue to excite and challenge the department as the key enabler for modernising the Council and services through e-Government.  This also includes the Education Department that serves forty-three schools (eight high schools, one with a sixth form, three special schools and thirty-two primary schools).

The Education Department has worked hard since its independence from Lancashire and has enjoyed positive results with the latest OFSTED report stating that the ‘LEA has evolved a sound structure’ and ‘provided effective support’ to its schools.  However it also stated that ‘in order that the effectiveness of data collection and communication between LEA and schools be improved they should make better use of the ICT infrastructure for electronic data transfer’ and ‘ take steps to help schools to use ICT to teach other subjects; and promote dissemination of good practice between schools, and from outside the LEA’.  Since this OfSTED report the Education Department has moved from the use of a dedicated ICT manager external to the ICT Department, to becoming serviced as a client of the ICT Department, in an effort to make better use of all of the available ICT services as well as beginning to work in collaboration with Blackpool and the Fylde College.
The key themes contained in the LEA’s internal Action Plan included Partnerships, Fair Funding and Delivering Best Value, Expansion of the Curriculum, Enhancing Skills and Expertise of Staff and Developing an Inclusive Approach to the Education of Disaffected Pupils. These themes all pointed towards the effective and expanded use of a VLE in the secondary schools and the need for a multi-institutional MLE. 

Technical background: Blackpool Borough Council's network infrastructure is a WAN which features a Gigabit Ethernet backbone at the core.  Inter-Vlan routing is performed on state-of-the-art L3 switches.  WAN links are currently being migrated to high speed Ethernet circuits (10Mb + 100Mb).  The network infrastructure is good and the technical support facilities are excellent.  Learnwise was hosted on a Windows 2000 Standard SP4 server.   The authorities infrastructure covers multiple campuses controlled by VLAN's and routed links.  ACL's and firewall's are implemented to secure the network.
The Department of Educational Research, Lancaster University has around 90 separate research and development projects. Their work is focused around advanced learning technology, evaluative research in the upper school and post-compulsory sectors, post-compulsory education and training and the psychology of learning and development.  They have a number of research and development centres: the Centre for Studies in Advanced Learning Technology (CSALT), the Centre for the Study of Education and Training (CSET) the Community Access Programme (CAP) and the Workplace Basic Skills Network (WBSN).

The Department achieved the highest available score for its teaching in the 2001 assessment conducted by the Quality Assurance Agency. The agency reported that the Education Department has, "Distinctive and highly specialised programmes which are current and academically rigorous... Well qualified and enthusiastic staff... Excellent progression and completion rates.... Approachable and readily accessible administrative staff." (QAA).  Our research has been ranked at grade 5 - 'of international excellence' - during each of the last 3 RAEs. 

CSALT – the Centre for Studies in Advanced Learning Technology – was established in 1992 and is one of Europe's leading academic research groups in the field of information and communications technology (ICT) applied to adult education and training. The Centre carries out basic and applied research. Its members are also closely involved in the education and professional development of workers in the e-learning industry, and in consultancy. CSALT’s interests are not in the technology per se, but in the social, psychological, and organisational issues that are thrown into sharp relief during the design and introduction of new technology-based learning environments. 

CSALT is: 

· focused on research in advanced learning technology (ALT), networked or e-learning

· made up of staff with expertise in e.g., networked and e-learning, online tutoring, computer supported collaborative learning, multimedia computing, psychology, instructional design, evaluation and video for learning 

· running an innovative distance learning programme on the design and use of advanced learning technologies 

· based in the RAE grade 5 Department of Educational Research at Lancaster University, UK. 

C SALT staff have been involved in a large number of European R&D projects in the area of ICT/Technology enhanced learning for Education and Training and have played a key role in the setting up of the UK Association for Learning Technology and the UK Evaluation Society. The series of Networked Learning Conferences held jointly with Sheffield University have been a focus bringing together a field of research and researchers in networked learning. The Journal of Computer Assisted Learning had a long association with CSALT Instructional Science is edited by a member of CSALT and a member of CSALT is an associate editor of Evaluate. CSALT members also sit on the editorial boards of Distance Education, Internet and Higher Education journal , DIVERSE and Innovate. 

Blackpool and the Fylde College 

Blackpool and the Fylde College is one of the largest General Further Education Colleges in the UK, with 38,285 enrolments in 2003/04.  The college has a significant Higher Education programme with 1,637 full-time learners and 627 part-time HE students.  The College is an Associate College of Lancaster University.  It’s position as one of the leading Colleges in the country was confirmed in a statement made by the Chief Inspector for Schools and Colleges, David Bell:

 “Colleges like Blackpool and the Fylde…… bear comparison with any educational institution in the country.  They are indispensable to the communities they serve, and not least to the employers in these communities.  These colleges are clear about their role and recruit students with a wide range of backgrounds to an equally wide range of courses.  Above all, they make sure that students get the high quality teaching and individual support which enables them to succeed.”
Sharing Environments

Observations on the current state of VLEs in LEA, FE & HE

Within individual institutions in the Schools, FE, and HE sectors in the UK the current state of VLE development is very much dependent upon localised issues.  Cross sectoral access to VLE supported resources relies upon existing collaboration networks between Local Education Authorities (LEA’s), Colleges’, and Universities.

Simple observation indicates that in Schools and Colleges an ICT department with either Learning Technologists or Developer posts have more success in implementation and delivery of learning supported by VLE based resources than those schools/colleges where existing Teachers, Learning Resource staff, or technical support staff are seconded to take on the VLE as a project within an already busy technical or teaching post.

Locally in the Northwest region of England, a small number of LEAs, including Blackpool, joined with the North West Learning Grid (NWLG) to collaborate on a centrally hosted (by the NWLG) VLE from a commercial vendor.  Implementation problems in deploying the Granada VLE products over a three year period has led to a decision to abandon this VLE.  The LEA is now putting an alternative solution in place. In Blackpool some schools have chosen to look at using Open Source VLEs such as Moodle independently of the LEA due earlier issues.  Others have bypassed the need for a VLE at all, as the following quote from an Secondary School ICT co-ordinator reveals.  On being asked if they were considering at Moodle as an alternative:

 ‘Just gossip, especially as I'm not sure what Moodle is. I'm using the school web site, our intranet, Blackpool email and the new portal where pupils can access their area on the school network from home.  What more do we need?’

Blackpool Secondary School ICT Co-ordinator.  March, 2005.
In FE there are also extremely mixed experiences; one college in the Northwest bought a commercial VLE and after less than a year bought a second VLE due to the poor experiences of installing and using the first product, whereas Swindon College is successfully using the Open Source VLE Moodle. Bilborough College opted to purchase Teknical and Darlington College uses the Norwegian VLE Fronter – none of which bodes well for the collaborative, communicative and sharing ethos of Personalised Learning where a student might enrol on a number of courses at different colleges. 

BFC purchased Granada Learnwise, but due to similar problems described by the Blackpool LEA, the College successfully migrated to Moodle in Spring 2005.  VLE agreed to with Blackpool Borough Council, and are now considering both commercial and Open Source options.

Lancaster University has taken an entirely different approach, using four independent and incremental internal VLE developments that has resulted in Lancaster University Virtual Learning Environment (LUVLE), which is technically an MLE incorporating the universities LRD systems.  This VLE has been built on a Unix platform using Domino with Xina as the approved content creator/editor. A Learning Technologist was employed (an internal appointment) which enabled lecturers to be supported in creating their departments UI, ‘website’ and course materials.  All students have a Network/VLE account automatically created automatically upon registration with the University.  Significant student demand for access to Learning Resources through the VLE is driving demand for academic staff to increase their use of the VLE and on-line resources.  Learning Technologists, (who previously helped to develop LUVLE) facilitate training on the VLE for academic staff, using their extensive background knowledge of the application.

VLE - Future Developments
MLEs are emphatically not products that can be bought ‘off the shelf’.  They have to be designed to integrate and interface with the individual component systems: 

· VLE, 

· MIS, 

· Library System, 

· Personnel System, 

· Finance Systems etc.

This integration should underpin the delivery of an effective Academic and e-Administration Lifelong Learning agenda in the UK.  The Learning Environment becoming Vertical  as well as Virtual  is a key aspiration, as is the challenge of interoperability between collaborative partner systems.  

The vision of Vertical learning is a continuum that enables Lifelong learners to follow through a progressive route of Primary to Secondary to FE/HE with multiple pathways and entry points on the route.  The Vertical context is cross-sectoral from Schools’, Colleges’, and Universities.  Learners may then move in any direction, all from within the same user interface (see fig.1  below).

Fig. 1   The Vision for Vertical Learning.
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The vision, particularly from a strategic level, is of personalised learning for all students.   However, although pedagogically the continually evolving technologies are capable of supporting the delivery of a new style of education, culturally teaching staff and educational establishments are not developing skills at a pace that is in step with the technological advancements.  

Teaching staff may have amassed vast amounts of valuable teaching resources over many years.  Making these resources available electronically is, for some, a mammoth task that seems to be unnecessary, when current teaching and learning methods are deemed to be successful.  Furthermore, access problems persist where networks and hardware are either difficult to gain access to or are not technically supported in a manner which gives teaching staff confidence in incorporating them into their lessons. In 2004 teaching staff in one of Blackpool’s eight high schools were asked to list the main barriers to the development of e-teaching via an LEA provided VLE.  The following answers were returned:

· Lack of access to computers

· Lack of staff expertise

· Lack of time for teachers to develop expertise and evaluate resources

· Unreliable infrastructure

· Lack of funding to buy hardware

It is vital that the pedagogical and cultural issues within educational establishments are thoroughly unpicked, understood, and long-term culture change instigated.  Teams of dedicated staff with both technical and pedagogical expertise are proving to be successful in HE.  It is imperative that this culture change is not only supported strategically, but is embedded into each institutions long term planning.

Research into future pedagogic and technological developments if education indicates an evolution into a personalised ‘pick and mix’ arena from which students may independently enrol, learn, reflect, and build their Personal Development Portfolio’s (PDPs).  ‘Blue sky vision’ is all well and good but on a ‘grey day on the ground’ can operational staff even catch a glimpse of it?  It is the practitioners that are tasked with navigating the many undercurrents of departmental goals and institutional aims, juggling time between developing the best possible learning opportunities for their students and the budget-driven administrative world of the educational establishment.  Unless staff development in learning delivery methods through use of a VLE is seriously tackled, then VLEs’, MLEs’, and PLEs’ will remain small pockets of expertise, highly dependent upon an enthusiastic expert with a funding stream.  Schools, colleges and universities will become ever more disparate in their approach to e-learning technologies.  

In such a climate further attempts at sharing both LR and LRD will be futile, significantly reducing the potential for personalised learning to take place.

Aims, Objectives, and Preliminary Commentary

MUSCLE project objectives were the support of Life Long Learning across different educational institutions.  These include the promotion of easier progression between Further Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE), and integration of the 14-19 vocational agenda through inter-institutional sharing of Learning Resources (LR) and Learner Record Data (LRD).   Exchange of Learner Record Data (LRD) between sectors and institutions was by means of a replicable model. The primary goal of growing inter-institutional capability for supporting delivery of learning gives increased efficiency by cost sharing of expensive resources. The project achieves this by removing minor technological hurdles, and surmounting any cultural barriers that may exist between the partner organisations.

The MUSCLE project also fosters good practice in Teaching and Learning in Schools’, FE, and HE, through improved access to learning resources and materials held in disparately located repositories.  

Project objectives include:

1. Access to learning resources and materials through partners’ VLEs, with the option to embed the Learning Resources into their own VLE.

2. Work with content providers to make available information and Learner Data  not previously accessible outside traditional institutional boundaries.

3. Promotion of such resources to partner institutions and their staff, working with them to embed and evaluate the provision.

4. Evaluation of the resource access methods within cross-sector provision.

5. Identification and development of new methods of sharing resources that meet the need of stakeholders.

6. Exploration of the obstacles to accessing e-journals and similar resources at the University, from the College campus.

Achieving these objectives gives a more open multi-institutional environment from which learners can access resources from a variety of institutions.  

At the outset it was expected that the MUSCLE project objectives would build upon the outcomes from the JISC MLE Phase 1 project SHELL (University of Plymouth) in order to transfer and share LRD.   This longitudinal study, (over a two-year period), investigated issues of multi-institutional sharing/access using the following start point activities:

1. Integration of Key Skills into the MLE – the work package investigated the inter-institutional sharing of Key Skills resources.   The start-point project maps issues that hinder inter-institution sharing.

2. The Inter-institutional Sharing of Vocational Subject Learning Resources –  the work package enable VLE sharing of Learning Resources in the vocational areas of Motor Vehicle, and Hair & Beauty.  This start point activity has been a cutting edge development for MLE usage in these vocational areas.  

3. Evaluation of the ‘ioNode’ System –  the intention was that the ‘ioNode’ system, developed as part of the JISC Phase 1 MLE for LLL project SHELL, be replicated, installed and developed within the MUSCLE project in order to attain the capacity for multi-institutional sharing of Management Information System (MIS) and Learner Record Data (LRD) between the LEA, College and University.

In Blackpool and The Fylde College there are typically  1000 – Year 11 pupils each week, accessing vocational courses in the College from local Schools.  This gave the project a significant pupil base to work with.  The focus was upon Vocational subjects (Hairdressing & Motor Mechanics) for the pilot software/resource sharing, to meet the 14-19s, Aim Higher and cross-institutional learning agendas.  
Difficulties were encountered in establishing an effective dialogue with School Teachers who were delivering learning, despite continual re-evaluation and escalation through the strata of influence from operational practitioners, to Head Teachers, and on to Education Advisers at strategic level within the LEA.  Although the concept of the MUSCLE project was enthusiastically received, there was no take-up within the LEA’s Advisory Team to the MUSCLE project after initial meetings with the Project Director and VLE/MLE Developer. Despite further meetings between the VLE/MLE Co-ordinator with some of the Advisors and Heads of Departments in Schools, the finding was that the Advisory Team and Schools themselves were without adequate human resource / support in taking on board this initiative. 

Feedback from interviews included ‘initiative overload’, and the pertinent question of ‘who’ will appropriately take responsibility for resource sharing activities remains a challenging issue.

Early in the project Lancaster University decided not to pursue electronic Learner Record Data sharing.  The LRD sharing became focussed between the schools and the college only. However, a productive dialogue was achieved with Lancaster personnel by calling a meeting including Network, MIS and IT Developers at LU, where LRD sharing and PDP creation was discussed at length.  Lancaster University have kept MUSCLE staff informed of their developments, to enable the MUSCLE project to work towards compatibility with the University, should they decide to join the sharing of LRD/transcripts/PDPs in the future.

The replication of the SHELL ioNode system was not possible within the time and budget constraints of the MUSCLE project and the decision not to pursue this avenue was ratified by JISC and the external evaluators after an initial decision by the Steering Group. 

Reasons for abandoning this course of action were a capital outlay of £20k to Phosphorix for an initial server installation and further (unspecified) costs in developing the necessary plug-ins in order for the data to be translated between different MIS software applications at each institution and the ioNode system itself.  

As the MUSCLE project was looking for a solution that was replicable within other authorities it was decided at Steering Group level that this was a financial barrier that would preclude many institutions from benefiting from any potential benefits the installation may provide. Furthermore, had the funding been available, the prolonged delays within the SHELL project rendered the installation, development and piloting of such a complex system implausible during the last six months of the project.  However, as the initial MUSCLE bid / project plan stated that the ioNode system would be investigated as a means to Learner Record Data (LRD) sharing, other means have been considered as a means of progressing this strand of the project thus the project plan has not required changing in itself. 

Summary

Ultimately it was hoped that the value of this project to the wider educational community would be: 

· development of a replicable and scaleable model for multi-institutional resource sharing by other consortia 

· exploration of learning issues from a learners perspective

· insight into cultural issues and changes in business processes across partner institutions necessary to enable cross-boundary sharing of resources.

A basic tenet is the concept of a single learner at a single on-line computer seeking information and learning the expectation of some homogeneity of access to resources irrespective of which institution they may be physically or logistically hosted at.  As such the MUSCLE project lowers some of the existing barriers that hamper access to learning resources, in order to create transparency for the user between separate institutional networks.

The diagram below gives a visual representation of the project’s aims:










Methodology

The MUSCLE project was based on Participatory Action Research, using the following start-point activities: 

· deployment of Key Skills resources and vocational LR between the college and the schools; 
· access to HE e-journals at Lancaster University (LU) from the FE campus; 

· shared access to existing Motor Vehicle and Hair & Beauty Learning Resources from the College to the Schools’.

· installation and extension of the SHELL/Phosphorix ioNode system for the sharing of LRD between the three institutions. 

The Action Research approach investigated issues surrounding multi-institutional sharing of existing learning resources to create new ways of supporting the process of learning and teaching.  The ultimate aim being the facility for learners to choose which resources they want, and to be able to find them within the environments that they regularly visit.

An objective in designing, deploying and developing the MLE is to create a learner centred environment.  As in many institutions work was already underway to interface and integrate the VLE with the MIS system.  In the Blackpool context the two commercial software products that were hosted were Granada Learnwise as VLE and Fretwell Downing EBS as the information system.  

The project had two distinct strands: 

· researching the potential for multi-institutional sharing of both learning objects and 

· MIS Learner Record data sharing (building on the physical outcomes of the SHELL project). 

Project activities were undertaken as a 2-year longitudinal survey concurrently investigating five contextual strands of MLE development: 

· External Bodies, 

· Strategists, 

· Co-ordinators, 

· Implementers and 

· Users.  

Each level raised significant issues throughout the project’s phases, giving a picture of the impact and dependencies of each stage of development.  This method has revealed potential issues and impediments that need addressing before outcomes can be successfully completed.  The Interpretivist research framework gave the project freedom to study the effects of issues raised through the activities of the project, without pressure to conform to known solutions or narrow the field of exploration.  The project has not been limited in its approach to MLE development, and has both been informed as well as informing research. This combined approach has given the MUSCLE project the best possible chance of devising new solutions as well as illuminating areas requiring further research and development.

Requirement definitions scoped the dimensions and phases of the project, using a formal project planning methodology to plan tasks, objectives, specific targets, and measurable outcomes. Work Packages, marked at significant stages with visible milestones (to measure progress) were executed in a similarly controlled manner. 

Continuous external evaluation was undertaken to inform the summative reporting on the project.  As the infrastructure was already in place to support a multi-institutional learning environment, the main body of the project focused on establishing criteria for sharing resources and data. Focus groups were used to seek opinions, (to inform a wider view across the consortium), and evaluate the recommendations.

The three partner establishment’s staff met regularly to discuss issues and elicit problems to be resolved in ‘border-crossing’ delivery of learning objects and applications.  The initial focus was narrow with specific learning objects/data to be shared across institutions as proof of concept.   The scalability and adaptability of issues were then assessed.  Partners needed to ‘step back from the MLE and analyse business processes in order to optimise the capability of this new facility for curriculum delivery and student tracking, possibly instigating changes to business process methods.  An evaluation report was envisaged that would address the implications of introducing MLE activities in this way with a target audience of the wider learning community, specifically focussing on the impact on staff (both academic and corporate/support) and learners.

An initial investigation phase of the project was followed by a mapping process, in conjunction with both Curriculum Officers on the inter-institutional sharing of resources, in particular between the schools and college.  Links to the MLE Phase 1 partners (i.e. SHELL) and their project outcomes would also inform the Phase 2 MUSCLE project.  These outcomes include the practical application and development of processes, resources and technical developments.

The Steering Group held bi-annual meetings, and the Project reported according to the JISC project guidelines bi-annually, to which additional supporting documentation resulting from project activities was appendiced.  Bi-monthly Team Meetings were documented and Key Witness interviews were also completed as part of the Internal Evaluation process which was carried out by MUSCLE Team members from Lancaster University.

The evaluation strategy aimed to be both formative and summative, involving an external element and primarily about judging worth rather than measuring impact effects, which will be longer term.  Processes and resources were to be evaluated, as was the evaluation process itself, with a strong element of regular, critical self-evaluation.

The majority of the formative work was to be undertaken by the College in conjunction with colleagues from Blackpool Borough Council, guided by expert resources at Lancaster University’s CSALT department, approaching the project and its task as a consortium.  As Lead Institution, Blackpool and The Fylde College undertook the financial management and administration of the project.

These activities formed and informed the basis of this Final Report that details the project, its activities and its findings.

Project Implementation

The project partners had a proven capability and a positive track record of delivering JISC activities. Blackpool and The Fylde College and Lancaster University had already operated as partners in hosting the JISC Regional Centre for the Northwest with 64 FE Colleges receiving services from this resource for three years until 2003 at the College’s Bispham Campus.  The CSALT faculty at Lancaster University has also successfully delivered JISC projects in the HE sector.

Two further partnership dimensions to the college also existed as a middle catalytic interlinking element across the Schools, College, and University Sectors:

1. BFC has been an Associate College of LU for over a decade.  The relationship includes the delivery of LU degrees at Blackpool in a number of disciplines and both are also participating partners in Lancashire’s New Technology Initiative (NTI) project.

2. BFC has a compact and concord agreement with BBC spanning some eight years of collaboration, in particular with the Borough’s Education Department.  Blackpool Community Partnership initiatives are partnered by Granada Learnwise and the Learning Lab (Telford), and are currently engaged in Learning Environment initiatives to further develop the ‘Learnwise’ product as a ‘Communitywise’ portal.  

These developments directly related to the MUSCLE project and the implementation of the MUSCLE project itself was based on the foundations of these existing partnerships.  Project implementation was achieved through introduction of personnel, resources and dedicated planning that complemented and extended existing work, strengthening the capability of partners to include the Theme 1 Objectives of the JISC MLE for LLL project.

The Project Plan was initially created as a part of the bid process, and this was reviewed and updated at half yearly stages in line with the JISC reporting periods.   Changes in direction of developments occurred in response to actual issues and challenges encountered during the implementation phase of intended aims and goals.   The project was not technology led; curriculum and MIS drivers pre-dominated the direction of the project, with a principle ethos of ‘keeping our feet on the ground’.

Specific start point activities allowed attention to the logistics, mechanics and socio-technological issues in a controlled manner.  The partners feel well placed to rollout lessons learned through both the JISC RSC Northwest regional community and the wider national FE/HE community.  This is being addressed through the dissemination programme at local, regional, and national level.

Apart from mono-institutional usage of both VLE and MIS software, the partners were already engaged in informal activity related to the investigation of the multi-institutional sharing.  The focus was around a specific issue in Management Information Systems for supporting and tracking Adult & Community Learners (ACL) enrolled through the college, as those same learners were being separately enrolled and tracked by BBC at other learning centres.  This enabled the project to tackle both administrative as well as learning issues in a manner replicable and scaleable to other consortia. This gave the project a clear starting point for the exploration of LRD sharing and transfer.

Project Staffing

Staffing of the project dictated the scope / reach and access into institutions, as well as a predilection towards particular areas of strength and weakness in developing the MUSCLE vision, based on areas of expertise and the real-world commitments of full-time posts.  Below, posts and post-holders are outlined followed by details of their real-world activities:
The Project Director (PD), Stephen Musgrave, as Head of ICT at BFC, attended dissemination events, JISC programme meetings, Team Meetings as well as leading the Steering Group.  This post exerted influence at the external and strategic (architects & political drivers (institutional)) level, and also provided a supportive/directive role to the VM Developer and other project post-holders.

The PD met project staff from the SHELL project in August 2003, soon after the project was launched.  A visit to University of Plymouth was undertaken to seek information, investigate current progress and gain insight into useable outputs from the project.  A good match seemed to exist between the SHELL and MUSCLE projects and a further meeting was held in January 2004 when the SHELL Project Manager (Terry Rourke) visited Blackpool and the potential sites that LRD would be transferred between institutions via the ioNode system. 

As PD, Steve Musgrave was also involved in dissemination of the project, speaking at a number of events including the RSC Northwest Regional Conference.

The 0.2 post of Project Manager (PM)   Steven Prowse, as a Senior Network Engineer of BFC worked alongside the Project Director with the SHELL outputs and potential installation as well as creating the website for the project.  The Project Manager also produced Team and Steering Group Meeting minutes, and was responsible for reporting project expenditure and accounts.  Web site construction and content development for the MUSCLE web pages was undertaken by the PM.

The 0.2 post of Curriculum Researcher (CRs) was allocated to CSALT at Lancaster University.  Three researchers were nominated to work with MUSCLE: Drs Mike O’Donoghue, Anne-Marie Houghton and Bob Kemp.  They were tasked to guide and influence the pedagogic direction of the project in order to inform best practice in sharing resources across sector boundaries (School, College, University) as well as aligning to governmental education objectives.  This post gave expert knowledge to the project as well as facilitating the LR/LRD sharing research. The researchers worked closely with the VM Dev. on the potentiality of sharing of HE resources between FE / HE campus’. Work Packages 6 and 7 covered these tasks.  The researchers found initial difficulty in making contact with the correct personnel within the college to inform their research – these issues are discussed in Issue Papers 2 and 4 of this report.  Dr Anne-Marie Houghton obtained a ‘wish list’ from the learning resources department and from the HE Academic staff.  Members of the project Team were also able to facilitate meetings and link necessary staff by email in order to pursue both HE resource sharing and research into the HE experience on the FE campus.

The researchers undertook an interesting exercise to this end during which HE students from LU undertook filmed interviews with the HE students studying on the FE campus.  The aim was to discover any differentiation between the learner experience of those students. Key Witness Interviews with learners were used to inform both internal evaluation and Issues Papers by Dr Bob Kemp.  Dr Mike O’Donoghue worked closely with both the PD and the Steering Group at a Strategic level, with a particular focus on post-project dissemination as well as co-ordinating the team of researchers.

The 0.2 post of Curriculum Officer FE (COFE) was held by John Swannie, Curriculum Manager for Travel and Tourism at BFC.  The COFE was able to broker two invaluable meetings with HE on FE Campus staff.  Although staff did not fully engage with the project as there were significant fears around ‘losing students’ to the HE institution, or that students might be given the impression that their HE experience on an FE campus was perhaps lacking, should they have any direct contact with the HE researchers or their students.  This unexpected problem hindered the scope and impact of the MUSCLE, and is written up in the Issues Papers of this report. The CO for FE explained that there were:

 ‘Significant justifiable concerns regarding the proposed exercise. The HE experience for students on an FE campus could never be expected to reflect exactly, that of students at a purpose built campus such as Lancaster University. Faced with a steady decline in HE student numbers in recent years, College staff are naturally protective of their student numbers and ultimately their livelihoods. This is at the root of the apparent reluctance of College staff to fully engage. In reality they are extremely keen to engage and share resources with Colleagues at the University and they await future meetings where this may take place – as was agreed at the meeting referred to above.’

The 0.5 post of VLE/MLE Developer (VM Dev.) had the most time allocated to. The post-holder was Hayley Matthews, formerly employed in ICT project management for Blackpool LEA.  The post was filled six months into the project with the remit of a hands-on approach, including: initiating dissemination activities, facilitating cross-institutional relationships, tackling challenges to multi-institutional working, linking departments both internally and externally and finding practicable solutions to sharing actual data/resources.  The Post evolved to include JISC report preparation, liasing with project partners, planning and hosting team meetings and working with partner institutions to embed applications sharing. 

The VM Dev acted very much as a catalyst between institutions and departments, relying heavily on good will from staff in each of the institutions to carry out tasks, trials and training, particularly with the lack of human resource being available within the team itself.  There was a strong focus on the practicalities of sharing resources across institutions, sourcing resources on the learning side, as well as the potential for sharing Learner Data between Schools and Colleges.  The VM Dev had access to staff in both institutions at the following contextual levels: external (JISC/RSC), co-ordinator (inc. other project(s) staff), implementer (technical/content).  

A snapshot of actual tasks includes:

· facilitating meetings between HE learning resources staff at BFC and the LU researchers

· uploading NLN materials to both the BFC and BBC VLEs

· writing JISC Bi-Annual Reports and Scenarios

· attending Programme Meetings

· visiting other projects for good practice and information sharing

· disseminating the MUSCLE project to the Director of Education, Key LEA Officers and BFC 14-19s Co-ordinators

· working with MIS/F Departments at all institutions to facilitate LRD sharing

· speaking at RSC Regional Conferences with the PD

· researching Data Protection Issues

· introducing staff between institutions and sometimes within them in order to facilitate operative links for long term changes in business processes

· producing necessary documentation

· training teaching staff to use their VLE

· liasing with ILT champions re the creation and sharing of content

· organising trials of content / LRD sharing

Changes in Perspective

Two main culture clashes exist in the MUSCLE project:

· the competitive nature of educational establishments   v   the ethos of sharing and openness, and, 

· the altruistic nature of education provision   v   the market based software/hardware development houses.  

MUSCLE concluded that the socio-technological (People) issues of ICT based Teaching and Learning development far outweigh problems with software houses, hardware or networks.  Technology problems by their nature are far more practical and can be worked through, around, or may spur further development work within the parameters of physical and technological possibilities.  The ‘people’ issues, however, are far deeper including deeply embedded institutional cultures associated with complex organisations.  The competitive drive of individuals, institutions, staff turnover, the nature of ICT T&L initiatives, the overarching defensiveness and resistance both internally and externally to new ways of working, are issues likely to be faced in all organisations. 

Furthermore, although the project set out to be learner-centric, it became clear as the project developed that before an institution can become learner-centric there are major cultural changes to be achieved within the institutions themselves.  Learner-centricity cannot simply be imposed over an existing and deeply entrenched culture of ‘institutional-centricity’ as they are not only diametrically opposite but the depth of culture is likely to be deep-rooted.

Attempting culture change is simply not as easy as teaching a tutor a few new tricks in Powerpoint. Giving them a VLE and expecting an explosion of e-teaching and learning and a system brimful of interactive content that staff are happy to share with other departments let alone external institutions is unrealistic and major Staff Development needs exist.  Studies in Cultural Change clearly attest to the enormity of the task. 

The MUSCLE project experience in the JISC Phase 2 MLE for Lifelong Learning programme has been that people responsible for implementing organisational changes are often overwhelmed by the breadth and scope of the changes being contemplated. Additional resources are frequently required to implement a sufficient amount of structural change at a pace that maintains sufficient momentum.  Those resources, particularly human, may exist within the institution’s existing HR, but may be inaccessible to a project due to existing workload commitment. 

It is neither viable, nor indeed possible, to expect staff that have been teaching for a number of years without using technology to be able to accommodate methods of e-teaching that may be anathema to many academic staff.  Neither is it realistic to expect academic staff with an already intensive workload take on the gauntlet of e-learning, yet still expect the quality and results of their teaching delivered to the same high standards of attainment.  e-Training is essential at a strategic level within an institution, but at the present time is usually voluntary and only supported by pockets of ILT enthusiasts.  Lack of confidence in adopting e-Learning methods, due to insufficient staff development, broadens the divide between those who can integrate ILT into their teaching and learning resources and those who cannot. 

Lack of specialist support staff for e-Learning delivery and content generation compounds the problem for academic staff wanting to increase their use of e-Learning methods.  HE establishments have begun to use Learning Technologists with full-time capacity to support teaching staff in accessing e-learning technologies and tools, and in the creation/provision and access/sharing of content.  This is proving to be highly successful but similar posts are not yet found to be widespread available in other education sectors.

FE and the Schools sector would benefit from this new person (Learning Technologist) in order to bridge gaps in staffing provision to support teachers and lecturers in institutions.

Technological Changes

Transfer of Learner Record data between the Schools sector and FE Colleges was unexpectedly complex.  The initial dependence upon outputs from the MLE for Lifelong Learning Phase 1 projects, which themselves were still a ‘work in progress’ prevented other avenues of possibility from being discovered until relatively late in the programme.   Once it was realised that the Phase 1 outputs would neither be completed nor appropriate to MUSCLE’s aims and objectives it was necessary to identify and implement alternative methods.  

Problems in cross-sectoral sharing of Learning Resources also happened in the early stages of the project.  The solution found was through an investigation of the use of the DfES Teachernet School-to-School (S2S) system.  Although devised and intended for transfer of School pupil data exchanges, when school pupils moved from one geographical location to another, the potential use for cross-sector data transfer was successfully undertaken.  This provided a low-cost alternative to full implementation of the ioNode (Phosphorix) system developed through the SHELL programme.

The strategic decision for BBC and BFC to purchase the same VLE from the same vendor to assist sharing of learning resources seemed logical, but the choice of vendor product became problematic.  Shared hosting of the VLE software at Blackpool Borough Council for both the School sector and College was undertaken to achieve economies of scale, an a first step exercise in open networking through a single hardware solution.  However, daily technological snags and occurrences of down-time proved to be logistically impossible to over come as clients using the system were forced to deal with two set of network technicians and a vendor, all of whom believed the snag to lie outside of their own network.  Not only was it difficult to trace a problem but communication between the client placing the call and resolution of that call become lengthy and convoluted, extending resolution across days rather than hours.  

The decision had to be made to separate the networks and for both BFC and BBC to host their own instance of the VLE.  However, it is worth noting that although technological resolution was found, this was an operational, and therefore a ‘people’ problem (due to multiple teams involved), rather than just the technology itself proving unreliable.

Staff Turnover

Staff turnover within the LEA significantly affected continuity of linkage between the MUSCLE project and Blackpool Borough Council Education Department staff with responsibility for ICT development.  

Operational Issues

1. The MUSCLE project failed to fill the post of Curriculum Officer Schools. This lack of a gateway into the schools was a major impediment. There was no opportunity for a continual flow of information into the schools, nor back into the project, and this was further compounded by significant staff changes within the LEA.   The start-point intention was to part-time second a Schools practitioner i.e. a Classroom Teacher.

This became problematic due to pressures of work in the Blackpool Schools sector.  Having encountered difficulty the approach to fulfilling this important post was re-discussed in the context of what became a ladder climbing exercise.  A second round attempt to identify a Senior Teacher in the Blackpool Schools was met by a similar negative outcome and inability to second a senior staff member (Head Teacher, Deputy Head, or Head of ICT) to work on the MUSCLE project.

Climbing to the next hierarchical rung of the ladder seemed to initially elicit a positive response, by engaging with personnel at Education Adviser level.  The response of the LEA to the MUSCLE project was extremely positive at a strategic level, but despite enthusiasm the on-the-ground reality was inability to commit anyone to the MUSCLE project, due to other priorities.  Even though money was available to cover staff costs it was not possible to second a person of the right calibre and experience to fulfil the project needs.

This points to lack of spare capacity for participation in ICT oriented development activities.

2. Vision sharing is not only imperative, but it is crucial for the Vision to be grasped at both Strategic and Operational Levels and for the vision itself to be embedded into the strategy (and thus down through the management layers) of each institution.  It became clear that although the Steering group, consisting of Directors, Principals and High Level Strategists, were fully on board with the ethos of the MUSCLE Project, this enthusiasm has not translated into practical objectives for Senior Management (SMT) and thus the ‘cascade’ effect has been stifled.  Although small pockets of enthusiasts can be created through the use of ILT champions at operational level, this bottom-up practitioner level approach will only affect the teaching practice of those staff involved, and, time constraints allowing, the few staff they in turn disseminate to.  Clearly this pattern of ‘bottom up’ cannot impact on the culture of an institution as a whole and tends to be overwhelmed by management directives being handed down to practitioners by their respective line-managers.

3. It is vital for project staff to have the appropriate authority within an institution in order to function effectively in their individual role.  Issues arose within the project where academic staff, who were themselves experienced deliverers of learning in their own sector and institution e.g. FE, experienced difficulties in delivering learning in a way they would choose, in a different sector.  The problem of ‘responsibility without authority’ arose where experienced FE staff who had appropriate levels of responsibility and authority to deliver learning in their own institutions were faced with the responsibility to deliver learning within a School, but without sufficient insight or authority to make their role effective.  There is an issue of level of support for such outreach learning delivery.  Similarly at project level a ‘peripheral’ member of staff that is not a part of the institutions staffing structure will remain ‘external’ to the institution, as will the project they are working on. Indeed, projects deemed to be external or extraneous to an institutions internal strategic development and therefore not embedded into (ICT and Teaching and Learning (T&L)) policy do not have the necessary influence to affect the changes required for the successful implementation of an MLE across one institution making it virtually impossible for one initiative to successfully span three institutions.  A potential solution is to consider nominating an ICT ‘Czar’ to orchestrate and problem-solve issues, with peer-peer linkage to similar persons in other sectors, eg. School / College / University.

4. Due to VLE product issues both BFC and BBC decided (independently) to seek another alternative VLE system.  Open source options such as Moodle and alternative vendors such as Fronter and WebCT have been investigated, and BFC has installed Moodle (July 2005).  

5. Using subjects and study groups already in existence, for example the ILT Champions, is a very powerful tool in enabling the embedding of new technology / cultural practices directly into the operational level of an institution.

6. Culture clashes, although inevitable during any attempt at culture change, need to be realistically evaluated at the outset, through risk assessment.  If educators are operating in a culture of competition, both internally and externally, how can a culture of openness and sharing of resources prevail, particularly when competition is revenue based?

7. Long term staffing and the nature of posts such as Learning Technologists needs to be seriously considered.  Secondments and short term project staffing have not been found to be effective in instigating and embedding long term culture change.  The current nature of short term staffing or secondments appears to be a lack of institutional support (new member of staff, part-time, not integrated into any department, leaving date already known) and to lack of availability of appropriately experienced people (seconded staff being unavailable due to prioritising their full time post’s commitments).

8. Change Management/Culture Change Issues far outweighed technical issues in their impact.

9. Lancaster University decided strategically not to contribute participate in sharing of LRD, as this was a longer- term goal than the two years (2003-2005) for the MUSCLE project.  Neither was there any impetus towards opening their in-house developed VLE (Lancaster University Virtual Learning Environment (LUVLE)) towards other institutions for resource access at BFC, for example.  Developers on both teams have been extremely open and supportive towards information sharing (at every level) to both BBC and the MUSCLE Team, but there has been no impetus to share on-line learning resource other institutions.   It is to be hoped that the MUSCLE project agenda will lead to review of the e-learning strategy to improve sharing of existing resources with their Associate Colleges’.

Outputs and Results

Despite the operational difficulties the MUSCLE project achieved tangible outputs.  The MUSCLE team believes these to be a potential start-point for longer-term e-Learning research.  They are also of benefit to the wider Education community in highlighting the significant issues underlying both institutional (staff) inertia in e-learning developments and the difficulty for such projects to make the headway to be expected, given the technological potential.

The first ‘gain’ for MUSCLE (in 2003) had been the adoption of the same learning environment by both BBC and BFC, theoretically giving economies of scale, and preparing the ground for shareable and transferable LR content accessible from either site with a single point of entry log-in for the user.  The theory, however, did not account for issues of software version synchronisation, nor the gap between Vision and Operational Implementation.  From a start point of synchronicity and economies of scale BBC and BFC then had to ‘take a step backwards’ in separating the hosting of their own versions of the VLE software.

After the VLEs were independently implemented at both BBC and BFC, problems were encountered with the software version itself.   Learning resources, and embedded Key Skills resources, had been created / procured and uploaded into the VLE giving the MUSCLE project a significant early gain and resource base for live trials.  User and learner studies did take place in project year 1.  However, operational difficulties with the VLE vendor became problematic to the point of unacceptability.  The product was eventually abandoned and a replacement VLE sought.

However, NLN materials, Key Skills Materials embedded into Vocational Subjects and Vocational ILT Resources have been created, procured and gathered, and are ready to populate the replacement VLE.  It perhaps important to note here that although ‘standards’ around content were considered to be a major issue at the outset of the project, content creation has been SCORM and IMS compliant, with content editors enabling the transformation of files without the need for staff to have any technical or ‘standards’ based knowledge.

At BFC in particular, the Learning Resources Team trained ILT Champions in the use of the VLE, its tools and content creation methods.   This facilitated the migration of learning resources to the replacement college VLE.

An important output was also achieved in the field of LRD sharing.   Following the Steering Group decision not to adopt the SHELL ioNode based outputs, discussion with BBC LEA MIS Department identified the use of the DfES s2s system.  This is a secure system for school/LEAS to share and transfer pupil data.  The Head of MIS at BBC, John Livesey, engaged in discussions with the DfES and was able to instigate the service’s extension to cover post 16 pupils, thus including Sixth Form and FE Colleges.  BFC was enrolled and trial data was successfully sent between both institutions. After a hesitant start (due to lack of familiarity with the Information System at the FE campus), and with the support of MIS staff at BBC, a successful trial was undertaken with transfer of live test data.  Extension of Data Protection Consent forms for Vocational 14-16yrs College Students were completed in order to enable a live pilot of data transfer and Learner Record update.

Although these tangible outputs represent success in themselves, possibly the most important results of this project are the sustainable links between the project partners, formed through carrying out these tasks.  The position of VM Developer was influential in brokering and facilitation, by simply introducing one set of staff/departments/institutions to another.  This relied on the post-holder’s previous extensive internal knowledge of LEA structure and procedures to exploit existing professional relationships with the staff there.  LU was receptive to visits from MUSCLE and BBC staff, and both institutions were open and supportive in respect of developmental and business processes.  There was no ‘preciousness’ around their own extremely successful outputs or technical expertise, and a generous willingness to share good practice as well as encourage other institutions to build on their internally developed solutions.

At both a strategic and operational level the new multi-institutional relationships will continue to inform the strategic intent of all three institutions, in order to move from the existing institutional modes of delivering education and enable the delivery of truly learner-centred education through resource sharing, LRD sharing, and the facilitation of single points of entry to multiple environments, enabling learner choices about where, when and how they undertake learning.

Internal Evaluation

Formative evaluation

This section describes evaluation activities during the project. The focus was on the examination of process and outputs rather than the wider context of the programme, which was the realm of the external evaluators (GlenAffric). 

A range of delays and obstacles during the project meant that clear outputs in terms of artefacts and systems were slow to emerge. As a result formative evaluation activities concentrated on efforts to track progress and clarify the project team’s notions of likely outputs and outcomes. 

Progress tracking

The aim of this element was to clarify progress to date, relate this to the intended deliverables and to reflect this back to the project team. This meant identifying:

· what the project had achieved in terms of outputs

· what obstacles and issues had been encountered

· what possible solutions to these had been identified

Method

Formal structures were in place for describing progress in the form of quarterly and annual reports. This material was supplemented by informal discussions with project members and the use of a table of outputs based on the project plan deliverable structure, which was distributed to project team members to further identify activities and outputs and also identify and document problem aspects of the project. The resulting data was used to produce a summary of outputs and activities to date and was also used as a basis for issues papers. It was hoped that the data could also be used to clarify what had been done and enable the project team to focus its energies on what was still achievable by the end of the project.  

Participants were asked to:

1. Add any planned outputs that were not already included. 

2. Include any activities related to MUSCLE that they had engaged in to date.

3. Identify any data that they had gathered in the course of activities to date. 

4. Identify any outputs, (of any kind, planned or unplanned) which they had been associated with. 

5. Describe any issues that had arisen in the course of their activities, both positive and negative, and in the case of problems arising, to identify any solutions to these they had found. 

Results

This part of the evaluation was successful up to a point, although not all project members were able to complete the form in the time available. Some very interesting and useful data was obtained, particularly from the VLE/MLE Developer. Her data was useful in strengthening the evaluator’s relationship with her, gaining a better understanding of the project and in encouraging her to reflect on her experiences to date. The data also proved very useful in providing the data for a series of issues papers. 

History of the future

This exercise was intended to surface assumptions about the project and its methods and outcomes in a way that would develop team members’ understanding of the project’s logic and their contribution to it. 

Method

Participants were asked to produce a history of the future in which they thought ahead to the end of the project and imagined how they would describe what had happened in the project. They were asked to imagine that the MUSCLE project was completed and that it had succeeded in all of its goals. They were to then imagine that they were to appear the next day at a press conference to explain what they had accomplished and to write a press release for distributing at this meeting, explaining in a few paragraphs:

· what it is that they had accomplished, 

· who was benefiting from this, 

· why it was important (that is, what problem it solves and why this problem needed to be solved)

· what it was that they did that led to or caused this success. 

Results

Again, this was useful but limited. Operational delays meant that the exercise was not conducted until March, and this delay meant that the exercise had less formative value than might have been the case. There were some worthwhile results. It was clear in the session that the project team were by that point fairly united in their conceptions as to what the project was about, and the surfaced assumptions were remarkably close. There was a common focus on resource aspects whilst pedagogic issues were relatively under-represented. 

This fits with the JISC InfoKit’s suggestion that:

“For some stakeholders it is about the development and joining up of a VLE with an emphasis on the pedagogical and elearning aspects and in particular in an aspiration to improve the student learning experience. For others the focus is more service and administratively focussed, with an emphasis on providing e web-based access to university services and information in general and hence less of a focus on teaching and learning.”
 (JISC InfoKit Section 3.8.4). 

The function of the project as an illuminative exercise was strongly emphasised, as was a common feeling that the project was not about technology per se but about the people, the organisations and their respective cultures. 

Overall it appears that the main value of the exercise conducted at this stage was in refocusing the team and reinforcing a sense of common cause. 

Summative evaluation

This is something of a misnomer in the context of MUSCLE in that the trajectory of this project has not involved the creation of a set of artefacts that are available for summative evaluation. Such evaluation is likely to be relevant and useful in the near future but is inappropriate at the moment. Similarly it is too soon to make a realistic assessment of wider outcomes from the project. Instead what we did was examine the ways in which the project team and other stakeholders had been involved with MUSCLE, and discuss with them some of the issues arising from their experience with the project. In this respect the evaluation can be seen as a continuation of the efforts of the formative evaluation. It also fits with the notion of illuminative evaluation as developed initially by Parlett & Hamilton (1972) in which the focus is on such aspects as how an innovatory programme operates, how it is influenced by the context in which it is applied, its advantages and disadvantages, and the ways in which participants are affected by it. We were concerned to understand better 

Methods

A significant element in this evaluation was therefore an investigation of the issues encountered by the project team, and all members were interviewed as part of this. Project members were interviewed using a semi-structured approach, and asked about their experiences with the project. 

Other stakeholders, including representatives from BFC and the schools system were asked about the ways in which MUSCLE had impacted on themselves and their institutions and the issues that arose for them around the MUSCLE initiatives. 

Results

Participants highlighted a range of issues. There were difficulties in promoting and supporting e-learning at Blackpool and Fylde College, which is regarded as a complex organisation with consequent problems with any new initiative (it should be noted that participants considered that this is no worse than might be expected at any similar college). The organisational structure of the college means that there are several parallel lines of management that have an interest in aspects of e-learning, and this can cause a dilution of effort. The separate status of a project of this nature outside of institutional strategic aims was also seen as problematic. 

With regard to the schools there are issues in convincing staff of the value of VLE/MLEs. Their job is demanding and it is hard to persuade them that an application that is unfamiliar to them can offer them anything that repays the inevitable work in getting to know it. This leaves the question of how to get teaching staff involved. There is a great deal of variance between schools regarding the extent to which IT use and e-learning are assimilated into the curriculum that can have a significant bearing on how initiatives such as MUSCLE are regarded. 

There was a strong overall impression from participants that MUSCLE was seen as in some ways ahead of its time in relation to local conditions. If the VLE/MLE had been more advanced in its implementation it would have functioned as a ‘boundary object’, an artefact or document that would have made it easier for the different parties involved to see the possibilities such a system could offer and to develop a shared understanding of the system (Starr & Griesemer,1989). It has been suggested by others that there are a range of different conceptions as to what a VLE/MLE can offer the institutions involved (see the JISC InfoKit on creating an MLE), but in this case it is clear that for some participants there was initially little or no clear conception of what a VLE/MLE actually is at all. 

With the project team being based at different institutions there were some inevitable tensions, most of which were resolved fairly easily and tended to be the result of lapses in effective communication. In the early stages of the project it was difficult for some members of the team, especially those without a technical orientation, to fully grasp the vision behind the project. 

Some wider tensions were also apparent. These surfaced in particular regarding the relationship between HE staff at the College and the project, and raised interesting questions about the nature of the relationship between universities and their associated colleges. However it was apparent from participants both within the project team and beyond that they saw the partnership between the College and the University as being of great value, and hoped and expected that the project would have wider consequences in terms of developing relationships between the two institutions. 
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Outcomes

	Aims & Objectives
	Project Achievements
	Challenges
	Impact on Teaching & Learning or Research Communities

	The development and availability of a set of learning resources and materials through partners’ VLEs with the option to embed them into their own             VLE
	NLN materials were uploaded and made available to both BFC and BBC VLE users in each of their respective VLEs.

Content was created by vocational ILT Champion staff as well as the Basic Skills co-ordinator on the FE campus.
	Not having an operational VLE prevented pilots of sharing materials between institutions.

Issues around under 16 learners having college user accounts have still not been resolved – the LEA does not allow pupils to have unrestricted access to the internet under their internet usage policy whereas a college user account would enable this (with prior parental consent obtained).
	BFC and BBC are independently considering various routes towards an operational VLE yet have developed much stronger strategic links to enable future integration.

Consent forms to cover unrestricted internet usage have been developed and brokered to schools by the 14-19s co-ordinators from BFC and BBC.

Vocational Staff at BFC have created and are further developing on-line learning materials that can be imported into a VLE and used across the internet from schools, for example.

	Working with content providers to make accessible information not previously available outside the traditional institutional boundary
	The vision and lines of communication have been brokered and accepted. Staff from Schools and the college are committed to content sharing.
	Lack of a fully operational VLE hampered this process.
	Institutional barriers have been lowered. Lines of communication exist from the MUSCLE project, to support dialogue for resource sharing between Schools-College, and College-University.

It is expected that these will be sustained independently post-MUSCLE project.

	Promotion of learning resource sharing between partner institutions and their staff, working with them to embed and evaluate the provision.
	Raised awareness and interest created in on-line resource availability.
	Restricted VLE access limited the ability to resource share cross-sector.
	As consumer led demand increases MUSCLE expects demand for greater resource provision will drive engagement with the new VLEs.

	
	
	
	

	Identification and development of new methods of sharing resources that meet the need of stakeholders.
	Willingness for BBC and BFC institutions to open their networks to one another technically, and to open their VLEs to one another on a user level.

The willingness for BBC and BFC MIS/F Depts to share/transfer data.
	Working through technical problems multi-institutionally, compounded by third party (vendor) issues.

Data Protection and consent issues to ensure full legality.
	Challenges have pushed technicians to find means of opening their networks with the potential to share while remaining secure.

LRD can now be transferred between BFC and BBC.  Student/pupil Learner Record Data  can be on-line rather than multiple record requirement.

	Exploration of the obstacles to accessing e-journals at the university from the college campus.
	A ‘wish list’ has been generated by the college and passed to the university.

The HE on FE campus staff have been made aware of journals and resources available to them of which they were not already aware.

Licensing issues have been clarified.
	Resource sharing between the university and college has proven to be difficult.  Lines of communication have been disjointed.  There has been a lack of clarity around resource requirements and availability.  There are licensing issues around sharing of resources with a potential financial implication.
	Links between College LR staff, HE staff and the University LR staff, with a view to iteratively working on sharing of resources.

Licensing issues can inform brokering and budget processes at the FE campus, both with the university and internally.

	MUSCLE created a more open environment from which learners can access resources from a variety of institutions
	Staff in each institution are willing to be more open (technical and academic).
	Only start-point demonstrators have been possible, due to lack of a fully operational VLE in each sector.
	Now that staff in schools are aware that vocational materials are available for their pupils ‘consumer demand’ is measurably increasing.

Learning resources have only been available on a limited basis, due to issues with the VLE implementation.

	Building upon the outcomes from the JISC MLE Phase 1 project in order to transfer and share LRD.

(SHELL + NIIMLE).
	MUSCLE enabled the extending of the DfES S2S system to post16 institutions thus enabling LRD to be shared between college and LEA.
	Dependence upon a Phase 1 outputs that were themselves incomplete.


	MIS/F departments between LEA and College have made strong links as well as carried out a pilot.  The 14-19 co-ordinators are fully involved and already have plans to expand the potential of this trial to include pupil record transfer at age 16 on progression.

	A longitudinal study over a two year period to expose and consider inter-operability issues of multi-institutional sharing/access
	Completed - This report is the output.
	Lack of project staff and therefore potential breadth and depth of research.
	Inform staff at three partner institutions of potential issues exposed and potential remedies.  To inform the wider community of solutions, good practice and potential challenges.

	Integration of Key Skills into the MLE
	Key Skills were embedded into vocational work and uploaded into the FE VLE while it was operational.
	Limited availability of an MLE.
	These resources are available to be uploaded into future VLE products/facilities. 


Conclusions

There are ‘People’ and Technology’ issues surrounding MLE development, and nothing less than a culture change is needed to tackle both the people and the technology issues.  People issues focus on Staff Development to give e-Confidence to academic staff who are expected to change their teaching methods through increased usage of on-line Learning Environments.  The MUSCLE project had a particularly difficult experience with the VLE product selected and a lesson learned is that vendors should not release educational software products on the market before they are ‘fit for purpose’, and conversely educational establishments should be prepared to challenge vendors who seek to release product versions before they are market ready.
A gap often exists between the strategic vision and operational implementation, resulting in misunderstanding between system developers within an institution and those who need to use the Learning Environment for delivery of teaching and learning.  Dialogue is necessary to bridge the gap between the vision and the operational reality of deploying and using a Learning Environment to support teaching and delivery of learning.
The technological issues can compound these already complex people issues.  For example there is no homogeneity between: 
· college course codes, and

· pupil/ student identifiers in schools.

Pupil identifiers themselves are not standardised.  Pupils/ students may have multiple identifiers as in the case of Blackpool’s 14-16s Vocational pupils/students. This lack of local consistency and common standards is further magnified as Learner Record data sharing extends to a Borough, Region and ultimately, Nationally.  

Software developments are also inconsistent.   Re-assurance is available from some of the system architecture diagrams from vendors that show use of Web Services for example, Dynix and Fretwell Downing.  A new wave of  VLE products exist e.g. Moodle,  with a range of e-learning tools from to choose, ranging from a fully integrated hosted VLE service to Content Management Systems.  Selection of an ‘ideal’ product is  perplexing for institutional strategists and network mangers alike as they attempt to select practicable, future-proof solutions for their institution.  To have to consider the possibility of integrating that solution to fully interoperate with another institution’s network infrastructure, and software applications can prove stultifying. 

Selection of a VLE product adversely affected the ability to deliver the MUSCLE project.  The challenging problems that existed, (in what was from the outset a tightly-bounded project, with 1 University (Lancaster), 1 College (BFC), and a Schools’ group from 1 Local Authority) became significant challenges. If challenging problems exist in sharing resources in a tightly bounded project, where separate institutions adopt the same learning environment, there are potentially insurmountable problems arise with resource sharing between different and disparate institutional VLE’s.

Implications

Transformation and Change Management

Change management programmes are needed within each sector, and institution, to enable the pedagogical shift from the traditional directive/passive forms of teaching and learning to an interactive/active style of teaching and learning as indicated in the slide below fig. 2.
Fig. 2.  Changing a culture
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MUSCLE has begun the process of leading such a paradigm shift through understanding of the current cultures within the different institutions.  New relationships have been brokered both between and within the institutions.  Ironically it is the detailed focus and expertise of an institution’s internal departments that hamper interaction with one another in a systemic manner, thus creating pockets of isolated development work that are not cohesive or inclusive.

The MUSCLE project finds that ILT developments are still ‘delegated’ to a small number of personnel (top down approach).   The cascade approach does start with strategists / visionary’s within institutions, filtering down through the strata from one level to the next, aligning staff roles, departmental strategies and post allocation to achieve the desired goal as an institution.  Effective communication is essential between strategists and those who may have to deliver the strategy as operational systems.
A clear implication is that from the outset operational staff must understand the vision concepts  and operational aims of such a programme.  It is not human nature to change without good reason, and institutions that have developed normative patterns of behaviour, structure and entrenched internal dynamics require far more motivation to change than may be appreciated.  The need for detailed communication at all levels is emphasised.
Strategic Alignment

A good starting point for multi-institutional collaboration is regular strategy group meetings to discuss and subsequently communicate the vision in detail.  The findings of the MUSCLE project are that strategic alignment must incorporate detailed and closely reviewed project planning.   The overall multi-institutional strategy needs to be understood in each sector, to gain ‘buy-in’ in detail from Senior Managers in each sector.
If an individual institutions strategic aims and objectives are not in accordance with the overarching multi-institutional strategy, the value of such a partnership is questionable.

Dissemination and Promotion of Good Practice

MUSCLE has been extremely pro-active in disseminating outputs and challenges throughout the project.  As one of the second phase of JISC MLE projects it has been important that honest and detailed reporting and sharing of outputs, and challenges in particular, continues to inform future developments.  It is believed that this will enable new insight into potential solutions, recommendations and standards creation, potentially opening up new fields for exploration
However, as MUSCLE concludes, there is also much of the ‘chicken and the egg’ process through attempting to develop and implement technologies that change the face of education without changing the educators.  This is a critical area where dissemination should be at its strongest in order to create the desire for change, to motivate and engage teaching staff with future ILT projects.

MUSCLE Issues Papers

Placing the VLE/MLE project in the institutional strategy context

The challenge of developing and implementing change within the practice of those responsible for teaching and learning is a complex process that involves staff working in different sections and at different levels within the organisation whose contribution, understanding and ultimately response to institutional strategy varies according to their position and working context. Institutional strategy affects implementation both directly and indirectly and is closely associated with factors associated with the change process.  This Issues Paper draws on experiences from the MUSCLE project to explore how institutional strategy influences the action and outcomes of a project designed to introduce a new ICT teaching and learning initiative. It complements Issues Paper 2: Organisational and Cultural Issues. 

The MUSCLE experience
A key problem for MUSCLE was that its status as an externally funded project meant that it was not viewed as central to the institutions’ strategic vision and therefore its initiatives were not integrated into ILT and e-learning strategy. Consequently, it was difficult to generate the necessary impetus to generate the institutional culture change that its success depended upon. For its longer-term duration, it required its goals incorporating into institutional policy. Although there was significant interest and, indeed, commitment at user level, the MLE lacked the necessary weight and widespread recognition in comparison with the many and varied educational initiatives that successfully competed for institutional support and inevitably influenced project development and implementation within all organisations. This issue of the relationship between MUSCLE initiatives regarding the VLE/MLE and Learner Records Data (LRD) sharing and institutional strategy provides an example that is worth closer attention, and this Issues Paper explores various aspects of it. 

Institutional strategy can have a direct effect. For instance, although positive links between MIS and IT staff at Lancaster University and the MLE Developer were made, however, the decision was taken from Lancaster that they would not participate in the exchange of LRD at this present time as it did not fit with their current strategy. This decision influenced subsequent action of operational staff. 

In other cases, the role of strategy is less direct. Communication regarding MUSCLE from the higher levels down through various layers of senior and middle management to the workforce 'on the ground', was minimal. It seems likely that this was a direct consequence of the peripheral position of the project with respect to institutional strategies on e-learning, an effect that was amplified by the project’s temporary status and consequent contingent outcomes, rather than guaranteed success. Although there was a great deal of interest and, indeed, commitment at user level, these initiatives were not seen as significant amongst the many and varied educational initiatives currently ongoing and often receiving more support. Consequently, staff remained ambivalent about the new initiatives and the value of committing energy and resources to it. The project has experienced a number of examples of this. For instance, late cancellation due to ‘more important’ commitments, of training on the Blackpool and Fylde College VLE that was organised with one FE Manager and staff, and failure to reschedule training suggested that these activities were not valued or regarded to be of great import. In part, the absence of formal institutional strategic directives regarding MUSCLE made it difficult to ensure key activities happened and gained the necessary support and commitment from staff. 
It is not unusual for the complex organisational structures and hierarchies that exist in educational organisations to exacerbate problems gaining staff engagement and commitment. For instance, although many of the strategic drivers from the LEA and partner institutions have embraced the MUSCLE project, this did not automatically translate into influence over Advisors, Head-teachers, and Head of Departments who have actual control over budgets, resources and staff through the devolutionary institutional process within education establishments. 

These effects connected with the multi-stranded approaches to ICT/ILT initiatives that exist within institutions. The MUSCLE initiative, in terms of resources and staffing, competed with a number of other ICT/ILT initiatives within each individual institution and although, conceptually, there was a great deal of coherence and overlap with other e-Initiatives, practically it became just another project in a raft of ICT/ILT initiatives demanding resources which were already stretched to capacity. With it also being a short-term project it did not carry the same weight as for instance a longer-term DfES initiative, and was therefore given lower priority. 

Local project issues can compound these strategic and change factors. For instance, staff resources clearly have an effect on the situation and project activity (for further discussion of some of these effects see Issues Paper 4: Personnel. 

Implications 

The experiences described above are not uncommon in projects of this nature. For instance the LinkER project, which evaluated a number of JISC projects examining academic library and VLE links, a within-institution area with many similar issues, found that:

“They [academic staff] will not be concerned with the political, organisational and technological issues that lie behind the situation but they are likely to be hesitant in the way they approach new initiatives if they cannot see a single stable solution to the problems they identify for their teaching and learning. 
This raises the question as to how projects can present their work as a component of the institutional e-learning strategy – a requirement for a coherent and compelling institutional vision.” (LinkER final report p28 – our italics).

The INSPIRAL project, concerned with linking digital libraries with VLEs also found that integrating VLEs into institutions was seen as problematic: 

“The nature of the proposed integration requires co-operation, collaboration, mutual understanding, and sharing of resources. The traditional culture within HE was seen by many to be inimical to this, constituting a serious barrier to efficacious implementation in many institutions. The same barriers exist at the level of HE and FE funding bodies, professional associations and government.” INSPIRAL 

INSPIRAL found a number of barriers that were experienced by the MUSCLE team:

· Resourcing

· Competition and territorialism

· Resistance to change in general

· Resistance to new technologies

· Fear of change and evolution of professional roles

· Inter-professional difficulties, particularly between libraries, academia and systems
Given these barriers it is vital to be able to show that any VLE initiative is fully backed by an established place in the institution’s e-learning strategy. Where this happens it is likely to be much easier for projects to achieve their aims. It is necessary to have awareness of the funding for provision of the resources needed by each institution to take part effectively, which includes purchase installation and configuration of servers without the need for any staff/resources to be made available from the partner institutions. This level of funding is desirable but not always available.

Ultimately it is clear that there are significant issues in the area of integrating VLE/MLE initiatives into institutional strategy, especially where cross-institutional partnerships are involved. It can be difficult enough integrating initiatives with institutional strategy; trying to do this where strategies do not coincide is even more problematic. We need good case examples that show pathways for this integration, whilst recognising that individual institutions frequently have local characteristics in terms of structures and cultures that may mean tested solutions from elsewhere may not easily fit. 

Questions to think about 

· How does a project contribute to or extend existing strategies? – What are the potential and real benefits of this project?

· Who are the key strategic players within partner organisations and to what extent are they involved in the project? – Are there individuals who might assist or resist the process of change?

· How might institutional strategies in one institution help or hinder operational staff working in different institutions or sections within an institution? – Are there institutional differences that might prevent the progress and eventual outcomes of the project?

· How might existing institutional strategies inhibit or enhance project development or implementation? – Is the project likely to gain institutional support or operate in isolation?
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Personnel issues in MLE/VLE interventions
Getting the right personnel in place is surprisingly difficult and can have effects that go beyond simple delays in the project.  These effects interact with personnel issues in the participating institutions to produce a number of further effects.  Personnel issues have provided some interesting challenges to the MUSCLE project.  It would be easy to say that this is merely a local concern, and that the project was just unlucky.  However, a previous evaluation of the JISC DiVLE programme, LinkER, suggested that this is a common experience in shorter-term project work.  This Issues Paper uses MUSCLE examples to highlight the way personnel factors impact on a project. It complements Issues Paper 1: Strategic issues and provides insights into individuals experience of factors associated with organisational and cultural issues discussed in Issues Paper 2.  

In-project staffing

There are two aspects to personnel issues to consider: within-project staffing and wider staff and personnel issues in the participating organisations.  Some of the issues raised in MUSCLE centred on difficulties in project staffing.  In particular a VLE/MLE Developer could not be employed until the end of the 1st year and neither a Curriculum Officer for Schools and an Administrator were never appointed which led to a variety of problems both within the project team and more widely.  

The delayed employment of a VLE/MLE developer was problematic in a quite conventional way, essentially causing cumulative delays centring on liaison between institutions.  Establishing effective partnerships requires a shared understanding and is not something that can be achieved quickly.  For projects involving developmental work, implementation and adoption of a common piece of software, it is important to invest time in building working relationships that will ensure both institutional and practitioner commitment to the project vision, which is arguably a necessary prerequisite to operational support and a sense of ownership of the work.  

Failure to appoint the Curriculum Officer (Schools), a position not initially seen as potentially problematic, had effects that were more complex.  Initially the intention was to aim these posts at teacher level, with the expectation that this would give teachers a voice and sense of ownership, enable them to inform decisions made re software, and to provide a link by working with the VLE/MLE Developer.  However, it soon became clear that such a person would not have sufficient weight with the other seven high schools nor was the time available to have an appropriate impact on all the high schools at a sufficiently high level.  To address this situation, it was decided to utilise the LEA ICT Advisors who already go into all of the schools.  This approach offered both the opportunity of engaging existing key players in the work and providing a mechanism for sustainability of project developments beyond the lifetime of the project.  Unfortunately, not only were LEA ICT Advisors already stretched to capacity, but one advisor was moved and his replacement did not take up their post until early this year (2005). 

Such problems are common.  In particular it may be hard to find staff with the appropriate mix of skills available to work in the time-frame envisaged. The shorter the project the greater the problem this presents.  Suitable staff may simply not be available to start on the due date, and may also be anxious to find new posts before the project actually finishes. 

Personnel issues outside the project

Beyond internal project staffing issues there were a range of personnel-centred issues in the participating organisations. 

Limited resources in other organisations

Although Blackpool Borough Council (BBC) enthusiastically received the concept of the MUSCLE project, there was no allocation of staff time from within the LEA’s Advisory Team to the MUSCLE project.  Despite further meetings with the VLE/MLE Co-ordinator with some of the Advisors and Heads of Departments in Schools, the general consensus was that the Advisory Team and Schools themselves were without adequate human resource / support in taking on board this initiative. 

Problems in dealing with transient staffing arrangements in LEAs and elsewhere
The rapidly shifting pattern of staffing arrangements in the LEA caused a number of problems.  Constant transition within the LEA’s key ICT posts led to excessive and unmanageable demands on staff in these areas.  This combined unhealthily with the project staff problems described previously to limit the extent to which the project could work with outside bodies, in particular the schools.  Changes in leadership within the LEA influenced the continuity of their relationship with the project as well as their focus of interest and levels of commitment to the project, which inevitably had to compete with other demands for LEA attention.   

Similar effects occurred in other organisations, typically where technical staff changed, this resulted in a loss of local enthusiasts for the project.  Ideally, it would be useful for key staff within each institution to second or employ staff in the long term in order to support the development, implementation, practitioner training and embedding necessary for a successful MLE to exist. 
Resistance to change

This has been relatively unproblematic so far in MUSCLE, this maybe a result of the limited demands made on staff, a consequence of limited progress made to date. There was a sense that staff perceived the VLE/MLE as simply another ILT tool rather than a completely new way of teaching and learning, and that the implications of the latter remain unclear.
Typically "obstacles to change are closely associated with the established practices and cultural traditions of the teaching faculty." (Jaffee 1998), and barriers encountered can include a lack of technical knowledge, recognition, incentives and clear IT policies at institutional level, as well as negative perceptions surrounding the move from traditional styles of teaching (Sosabowski, Herson and Lloyd, 1998; Maier, White and Barnett, 1997). Problems also exist regarding the involvement of staff such as library and information specialists who do not come from a traditional teaching background in the provision of course materials (eg. Edwards 1997). 

Ways of dealing with resistance to change focus on engagement and education.  It is necessary to engage with objections and to maintain lines of communication with objectors.  Objections maybe based on fact or opinion, but are worth listening to in either case as they help in improving the implementers’ understanding of the situation.  Promoting a culture of openness is useful. Appropriate education and training is necessary to give participants the confidence to deal with the expected changes.  Finally, it is essential to give clear explanations of the potential benefits of the VLE/MLE both for students and for staff affected by implementation. 

Staff development, training and support issues

The INSPIRAL project suggested that, “Staff development could be seen as both a resourcing issue and an infrastructure issue. However, it has its own specific problems.”  In the MUSCLE project, we found that resourcing was a key factor in staff development. 
Resource shortages combined with an underestimation of the enormity and importance of the institutional culture change a VLE/MLE requires in order to succeed.  There were two aspects to this.  First, the adoption of the VLE/MLE involves inevitable changes to teaching style and approach but there was a significant underestimation of amount of staff training required to enable FE staff to adopt a confident VLE/MLE-based approach to teaching and learning.  Secondly, there was an underestimation of the level and amount of training required for staff to create, organise and upload interactive resources effectively.  The latter is a key issue in that in these situations there is something of a 'chicken and egg' scenario in that staff will not use an empty VLE/MLE and yet are not capable of populating it either. 

These findings accord with those of the INSPIRAL project, which suggested that:

· Support and training for staff needs to be ongoing, and means more than just teaching them to use the technology.  New skills and new roles must be incorporated.

· Pedagogical issues need to be incorporated, to ensure the academic validity of teaching and using information online. These issues have a history of being ignored by librarians in particular, but for academics to accept the close library input necessary, this must change.

Within the MUSCLE project there was evidence of support from library staff, the challenge was to bring staff together to support one another.  A further possibility is to consider providing external help in populating the VLE/MLE with learning materials if the human and financial resources are available.  Alternatively, it becomes a question of motivating and educating staff, both to give them the necessary skills and to give them sufficiently good reason for committing themselves to the work involved.  There have to be clear positive benefits for teachers for them to commit themselves to the process of VLE/MLE implementation. 

Questions to think about 

When, how and who will select project staff?  

How and who will introduce and facilitate project staff in meeting key players within all partner organisations? 

How will existing staff be involved in the project, who will decide, and will necessary time be allocated to enable them to meet the demands of the project?

Who will monitor and ensure that existing staff are actively involved in the project?

What opportunities will be organised to enable staff working on different aspects of the project to discuss project progress, share concerns and tackle problems?

Useful references
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MUSCLE is a joint project between Blackpool and The Fylde College, Blackpool Borough Council and CSALT at Lancaster University 

MUSCLE Issues papers present short summaries of essential questions arising from the project on issues that can affect the development and implementation of cross-institution VLE/MLEs. They take the form of short descriptions of experiences and their implications and are addressed to developers and practitioners. Feedback to the MUSCLE team is welcomed - please address enquiries and comments to Steve Musgrave at smu@blackpool.ac.uk

This paper should be cited as:

MUSCLE (Managed University School College Learning Environment) Project (2005). 

Software Procurement Issues Issues Paper 4 

Author: Bob Kemp

Organisational and cultural issues 

Any project that deals with a range of organisations with different goals and cultures is likely to find that things are generally more complex and challenging than originally anticipated. Projects involving change face a number of challenges, which increase, when this involves change across as well as within institutions. The MUSCLE project encountered issues within organisations and across organisations; these had distinct impacts on the progress of the project, these provide a basis for this Issues Paper that considers a number of organisational and cultural issues. It complements Issues Paper 1: Strategic issues and provides a project context for Issues Paper 4: Personnel. 
Within organisations 

Dealing with organisational structures and hierarchies

MUSCLE’s position outside the regular organisational structures in Blackpool and Fylde College (BFC), Blackpool Borough Council (BBC) and Lancaster University (LU) meant that it was not able to instigate the range of institutional cultural change originally envisaged. One reason for this is that MUSCLE is not an integral part of organisational strategies in the participating institutions (see Issues Paper 1), a further explanation centres on various features of the organisational structures and cultures. 
The original strategy for the VLE/MLE was that Blackpool Borough Council (BBC/LEA) and the College were to use the same VLE and intended to share the hosting of this at BBC on a shared server, resulting in mutual financial and practical benefits. 

In practice, the complex organisational structure in which it had to operate compromised this strategy. For instance, it was necessary to pass minor technical problems though an extended chain of command in order for them to be resolved when it would have taken minutes for BFC staff to make the necessary changes on their own network. A similar link, which involved BBC using the Adult & Community Learning (ACL) Learner Records Data server based at the College, failed due to similar issues. 

The complex organisational structure had other repercussions. From the perspective of BFC, an externally funded project of relatively short duration competes with a range of other initiatives that are sponsored or ran by different bodies within the College. MUSCLE and its personnel did not have any substantive authority behind its interventions and was just one of a number of activities seeking the attention of end-users. We have characterised this in a previous issues paper (Issues Paper 1: strategic issues) as being a product of strategy, but it also involves an organisational element in that learning technology is seen as an area of interest for several different groups within the College. Consequently, this meant the project gained attention from different groups; however, where personnel interests, timescale, level of commitment, mode of working differed there was the potential for tension and frustration between groups of staff within the same institution. 

Similar organisational issues arose in the LEA sector, in particular regarding the devolved nature of secondary educational provision, where Advisors, Head teachers, and the Heads of LEA Departments themselves were to a large extent the people who controlled budgets, resources and staff. A project like MUSCLE was not in a position to make secondary school head teachers, for example, buy into a commercial VLE if they wished to spend their IT budget in other ways.  
Getting staff on board/conservative organisations

Departments and staff were slow to respond to requests to participate in the project, for instance by producing ‘wish-lists’ of resources. It appears that possibly that they were not entirely sure of what they wanted, or even what was available to them. Alternatively they were happy using the resource base they had and did not really want to be challenged to update/renew courses to include extended resources.

With regard to content, the Galileo software caused an issue, as the schools were not interested in working with a new and unknown piece of software in a relatively minor subject area in the school curriculum.  This forced the MUSCLE project to adapt its plans part way through and focus on existing vocational subjects (Hair & Beauty and Motor Mechanics). Although these proved more popular, the reduced timescale meant there was insufficient time within the project for producing and making available the necessary resources. 

Implications

Understanding the organisational structure is crucial. In the case of MUSCLE the key project worker was originally located in the local authority, and this provided a valuable understanding of that organisation’s hierarchy. In contrast, this made it more challenging with respect to some difficulties within BFC, where a lack of knowledge of the organisation made for difficulties in identifying the key actors and making connections necessary to bring about change. 

Jackson (2003) refers to the notion of a broker who plays a crucial role in bringing about change and working within organisations whilst taking account of cultural issues. Jackson offers the following working definition:

Brokerage is an intentional act in which the broker seeks to work in collaborative and creative ways with people, ideas, knowledge and resources to develop or change something. The professional actions typically include:

Envisioning the change(s) to be made;

Creating the conditions to enable change to be made;

Engaging people / organisations in debate / consultation / negotiation to help shape the nature of the change and facilitate the process of change;

Creating the infrastructures and processes to facilitate development and support change;

Facilitating the development, diffusion and use of knowledge for change;

Behaving honestly and ethically.  (Jackson, 2003: 5)

Whilst the MUSCLE key project worker was not in a position to fulfil all brokerage roles, it is possible to see how important these actions are in tackling organisational and cultural issues necessary for successful change and adoption of project goals. In retrospect, it is clear that although not directly related to the technical innovations, supporting the process of change needed further attention to be given to the organisational context and individual players. 

Cross-organisational issues

FE and HE organisations may nominally work in a similar area but their aims and objectives, histories, staff backgrounds and occupational and organisational cultures are very different.  In a joint project such as MUSCLE, these differences resulted in different conceptions at all levels of the project.  Similarly, schools and FE colleges self-evidently have very different characteristics, despite the overlap in terms of learners that exists.  These differences meant that cross-institutional working, even where goodwill existed within each institution, was not automatic, rather it was fraught with unanticipated difficulties associated with organisational and cultural issues.  

FE and HE Cultures

There are clear differences between organisations with respect to communication, working practices and assumptions about what or how to do things. These have manifested themselves both across the institutions and within the MUSCLE project itself.  Regarding the latter, even such simple issues as the arrangement of meetings revealed small but significant differences in procedures and expectations that have caused problems. 

One key event concerned attempts by CSALT at Lancaster to arrange interviews between HE students at Lancaster and BFC. Some members of the HE staff at BFC expressed a number of concerns; that resulted in abandoning this activity. This episode was illuminating and raised a number of questions. Given the context of an increasingly competitive culture within education both internally and externally, to what extent was it reasonable to expect the introduction of VLE/MLEs and the sharing of learner record data to work when staff felt uncomfortable about exposing BFC students to LU students? 
Questions to think about 

What opportunities will there be to clarify working procedures and who will be involved in making and communicating decisions so that staff involved know what to expect?

What are the roles, responsibilities and remit of project staff and to what extent are these known and supported by colleagues involved in a project?

How might the notion of brokerage support the process of change within a project? What other alternative approaches might be used?

If drawing on brokerage to aid understanding and ensure change happens, who will be involved in brokerage activities? 

How and when will a project identify organisational and cultural issues that will help or hinder project activities? - Reactive or proactive response. 

Further reading

Jackson, N (2003) 'Introduction to brokering in higher education', in NJ Jackson (eds) Engaging and changing higher education through brokerage, 3-31, Aldershot, Ashgate. 
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