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MLEs for Lifelong Learning Phase 2

Implementing the ECW MLE
Benchmarking Project Report

Introduction

This report summarises the findings of a benchmarking exercise which completed the initial phase of the JISC project Implementing the ECW MLE. 

The exercise was carried out through focus group interviews with staff and students at the University of Glamorgan and three of the ECW partner college network. The script for the focus group meetings was based on a central research question together with supplementary questions as follows.
Central research question: 

To what extent does the student learning experience planned by the course designers and the student learning experience intended by the tutors match the students’ actual learning experience?

Supplementary questions:

· How effective is the learning experience? Does it satisfy student expectations?

· Does the pedagogic model accommodate the range of experience, expertise and learning styles to be expected in the lifelong learning community?

· What differences are there between the learning experiences of students supported by course teams at the partner colleges compared with those supported by the university course team?

· How effective are the technical and student support systems in addressing student needs across the range of partner colleges compared with the university? Do students have access to the same levels of support and resources?

· How effective are the management and administrative systems? Do the course teams receive the support they need to provide a quality service for the students?

· Is the academic quality of student performance accurately measured by the assessment regime? Is it consistent and reliable across the partner network? Are there procedures in place to confirm authenticity?

The focus groups were allowed to talk around these areas in an open discussion and responses were recorded. Each interview was limited to 1 hour and separate meetings were held with the course design team, the tutor support teams and student cohorts in years 1, 2 and 3 of the BA Enterprise award. A total 12 focus group meetings were held: two with the design team, five with tutor teams and five with students.
The purpose of the exercise was to gain an understanding of the experiences of staff and students in the delivery of ECW. This would allow the JISC project team to design a process that would systematically evaluate the effectiveness of the ECW MLE in the way it supports students across the partner college network.

This report will present the outcomes in terms of the research questions used and highlights the key issues as seen by the course designers, tutors and students. 

Research Question: To what extent does the student learning experience planned by the course designers and the student learning experience intended by the tutors match the students’ actual learning experience?

Viewpoint: The Course Designers: 
· The materials were designed in collaboration with the module author. The student learning objectives were discussed with instructional designers, multimedia designers and other development team staff and a model for delivering the learning objectives agreed
· The current materials are mainly text-based and presented in screen-sized chunks which are sub-topics within topics. Animated and interactive learning objects are added to increase variety and interest in the information provided
· The structure of the module materials suggests a linear process for the students, but there is plenty of scope for student determined sequencing and speed control using the topic navigation frame on the left of the screen 
· Students can choose to not do certain topics, if they feel they already have the skills and knowledge, as long as they can demonstrate this in their completed assessments

· Information about how the students engage with the process is fed back to the design team through the module tutors. Both the design and the delivery of modules are ultimately determined by the module tutor; the design team have a facilitating and advisory role and create the web-based content
Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Tutors:
· The students are guided to the tasks and materials by the tutors. Students who complete all the tasks and participate in the discussion forums do best in the assessment (although there are exceptions to this)

· Each module was created separately by the module author working with the development team. The modules remain the ‘property’ of the individual module leaders who manage their delivery as independent academics

· Formal & informal student feedback is received both from the university cohorts and from students and staff at the partner colleges, and the module tutors at the university re-work the materials together with the design team (rather than working with the original module authors)
· The expectation is that the students will work through the materials and resources in the sequence they are presented and will carry out all the module tasks. The students are also expected to participate in all the discussion forums.

· The f2f induction and subsequent campus meetings/tutorials are viewed as fundamental to the success of the on-line courses
Viewpoint: The Partner College Tutors

· All modules begin with a f2f workshop where a guide to the module is provided and an idea gained by the staff of the likely support needs of the students with that particular module

· Regular f2f workshops are organised by all partner colleges and individual tutorials are provided by arrangement

· Students begin by printing a hard copy of the materials and the tasks. The tutors do the same. With new tasks and assignments the tutors clarify the expected outcomes with the university both for their own benefit and in response to student queries

· Students with business experience are served much better by the course than those without experience. Those without have a problem understanding the language used and, in the 8 weeks of a module, only gain a surface understanding due to the lack of time for refection. With these students the business ideas suggested tend to be naïve and market research weak

· Participation in discussion forums often follows a bathtub curve with revival of involvement as an assignment approaches, but in a common forum rather than a task forum

· Students use the tasks and discussion forums to judge what is expected in the assessment. They discuss the assessment requirements when they meet on campus as the assessment deadline approaches

· The attitude of year 3 students has changed as they realise the value of the work done in previous years. They participate in the tasks and discussions much more

Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Students:

· There was a variation in how students approached each module. The 1st year students with no business experience would start with the materials to get an overview of the subject, whereas those with experience tended to start with the tasks to see what had to be done. They didn’t go to the assignment straight away as they didn’t have enough knowledge to understand what it was about

· The majority of students printed out the materials, usually by saving it as word documents. They would appreciate a hard copy at the outset, or at least a printable version on-line that covered the whole module

· The f2f induction was regarded by all students as absolutely essential, although some events were reported to be a bit disorganised and an overload of information. Also staff often made assumptions about students understanding of terminology and acronyms which didn’t help. Clear documentation of essential information was needed

· The 1st year students found the materials very good, but additional resources referenced were difficult to find and sometimes the task requirements were not well explained. They used the discussion forums to find out what was expected by reading other students’ responses

· There was a perception of there being much more work in year 3 & that it affected their ability to complete the tasks and participate in discussions, even though they wanted to. This was exacerbated by the exams which meant, the students believed, they now had to memorise everything. Many had opted to change to part-time as a result of the pressure

· The students felt that the 3rd year was very academic and distant from, or not relevant to, their experience in their businesses. It largely involved corporate business issues, not the small business skills they wanted

Viewpoint: The Partner College Students:

· The students read the course materials and gathered the resources. They examined the tasks and judged what was needed to complete the assessment. They did not complete the tasks or participate in the discussions beyond what was needed to complete the assignments

· Most students printed the materials out and would appreciate an efficient way of doing this

· In general the course materials and tasks were felt to be good, although relevance of parts and the overall volume of work were questioned. The assessment was seen to be mostly relevant, authentic and challenging. The students used the web to find additional resources when completing assignments & regarded this as appropriate for degree level work. They had problems, however, with resources such as FindIT.
· The tight time limits on the modules were seen as a good thing as they focussed the mind and stimulated progress. However, they were a real problem if students were unable to participate through, say, illness or a major technical malfunction. They were aware of the mitigating circumstances procedure but were reluctant to use it as it was regarded as a ‘failure’ option

· The 8 week blocks were regarded as too intensive with no time for application or reflection. The students felt they were not absorbing/retaining the information before moving on to something else

· The number of tasks was a problem and was one of the reasons they weren’t being completed. With two modules at a time, each having up to 15 tasks, meant the students had an average of 3 – 4 tasks to complete per week which was an unrealistic expectation

· There was a variation in the quality of tutor support. In some modules it was timely and pro-active, in others it was tardy and reactive. Tutor support was a major motivating/de-motivating factor for the students

· The students felt that there was a lot of overlap between modules and that they had been developed by different academics who were not collaborating

Summary:

There is a difference between the student work pattern expected by the module designers and tutors and that actually followed by the students. There are no significant differences, however, between the student work patterns at the university compared with those at the partner colleges.

The key issues identified include:

· The students will not engage in any activity that does not contribute to successful completion of the module

· Tasks and associated forum discussions are not completed if:

1. There are too many of them in the limited time available

2. They are not relevant to the assignment

3. They are replicated by the assignment

· The 8 week timeframe for the modules is a problem if:

1. There is any disruption to the student’s study time

2. The student has no business experience

· There is a case for making all module materials available for easy download

· Consistency in student experience across the partner network is dependent on consistent tutor support.

· The high level of f2f tutor support needs to be examined in the context of sustainability 

Research Question: How effective is the learning experience? Does it satisfy student expectations?

Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Students:

· The general level of student satisfaction was very high for both the 1st year and the 3rd year students interviewed at Glamorgan. The 3rd years expressed the view that their business skills & knowledge had increased dramatically through participation in the course

· The students expected, however, the course to be much more flexible in its delivery and felt that the marketing information had been misleading

· The view was also expressed that the 3rd year was overly academic when the students had expected a more practical, skills-based approach to running a small business

· Also, the 3rd year appeared to relate more to corporate business management rather than small business management, which the students felt was not relevant to their needs

· There was a range of reasons for participating in the scheme including the ability to gain a degree qualification while running a business, the development of skills to breakout from current employment into own business and simply to stimulate the mind while at home looking after young children

Viewpoint: The Partner College Students:

· The level of satisfaction was very high and the students agreed that the course added greatly to their ability to understand business processes

· There was disappointment in the lack of flexibility, particularly with assessment deadlines, when faced with personal time constraints and variable work commitments. Again, reference was made to misleading marketing information and the students felt that this had contributed to the initial high drop out rate

· Having said that, the flexibility of access at work or at home at any time of the day and night was seen as a great advantage. Many of the students could not participate in any other way

· The expected benefits were similar to those expressed at Glamorgan: furtherance of existing career, achievement of a degree & an enhanced CV, structured skills for setting up own business etc.

· The students praised the excellent student support provided by the helpdesk , particularly since the recent increase in customer service staff

Summary:

There was a high level of student satisfaction with the course and the students at both the university and the partner colleges expressed this to the same degree. There was also, however, some level of disappointment at the lack of anticipated flexibility.

Overall, the advantages the course provided far outweighed the negative comments made and the problems identified can now be addressed.

Research Question: Does the pedagogic model accommodate the range of experience, expertise and learning styles to be expected in the lifelong learning community?

Viewpoint: The Design Team
· The pedagogic model developed iteratively. It was initiated by content creators in the business school at the university working largely independently and with limited support from e-learning and instructional design specialists; although this has now changed dramatically with a substantial specialist support team being assembled over the last year
· The model evolved during the pilot phase of delivery as a result of feedback from students and staff at the university and partner colleges. There was no formal process for this at the time. More recently, Module tutors at the university (not the original authors) have taken responsibility for the refinement of the modules and work with the assistance of specialist instructional designers
· The pedagogy is objectivist, linear and tutor-led. It follows a traditional university model and is aligned to the Glamorgan academic year and reporting/exam board schedule. This is largely determined by the culture and preference of the business school

· The design team provides a support service for the subject specialists in creating content. Through this they have created a content navigation structure that has the potential to support flexible, student-controlled choice and participation, as an alternative to the linear process
· The view of the design team was that the module tutors were reluctant to lose control of the delivery of the course and that this determined the pedagogy
Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Tutors

· Very much reinforced the description in the first two points of the design team viewpoint above: an iterative process of development with individual content authors working with a growing specialist resource team.

· The tutors recognised that different students have different needs. They form a view of the range of support needed for a particular cohort at the f2f meeting at the beginning of each module
· The tutors were happy for the students to engage with the materials in a sequence that suited them, as long as they could demonstrate their achievement of the learning objectives through the assessment

· Some tutors were uncomfortable when students chose to not complete the tasks and participate in the discussion forums. Lack of participation means that the tutor has no information about the students’ learning and there is no systematic monitoring methodology beyond the discussion forums
Viewpoint: The Partner College Tutors

· The course was much more appropriate for students already in business than those with no experience. In that respect the pedagogic model did not cater for the range of student experience and expertise. Those with no experience struggled to cope and the tight & inflexible deadlines exacerbated this
· The formal nature of the work, particularly in year 3, was not liked by the students who expected a more hands-on practical approach to small business planning. Situated learning was not obviously designed into the process, but it did happen for those students actually running their own businesses
· Suggestions for improving the modules are informally conveyed to the module tutor at the university. The opportunity for integrating tasks between modules to create realistic work-based exercises was lost as a result of the independent management of the modules
· Tutor support was on demand and student led. This meant that although the materials were objectivist and tutor led through the tasks, the support tended to be reactive and initiated by the students
Viewpoint: The University & Partner College Students
· The profile of the students across the university/partner college network was consistent: The average age was around 40yrs and the age profile followed a normal distribution. They were typically employed or had home commitments that prevented campus attendance and they had a wide range of experience and expertise
· The range of reasons for following the course was also wide and yet consistent across the cohorts: desire for a qualification, skills to run their businesses, opportunity to breakout from existing employment etc
· There was a need for better support of students with no business experience One suggestion was that the first year should be an introduction to business studies that covers the whole of the syllabus, prior to more in-depth modular coverage in years 2 & 3

· The timing and delivery of modules was a problem. The 8 week blocks were too short, especially for the inexperienced students. It was proposed that the length of modules should be extended and that they continue through the summer break, which was seen as a wasted opportunity by the students
Summary:
The pedagogy was determined by the module tutors and was based on the conventional academic model. It was iteratively developed as a result of student and tutor feedback and by interventions from the design team.

The course was designed to be linear and for the students to progress through it in the sequence prescribed, to complete the tasks and participate in the forum discussions.
The way the materials and tasks were presented on-line, however, meant that students could choose the order in which they did things and whether or not to participate in the tasks and discussions. They also largely determined the tutor support process as it was reactive to demand. 
It can be concluded that, currently, the pedagogic model does not accommodate the range of experience, expertise and learning styles exhibited by such a diverse group of students. It may now be appropriate to revisit the pedagogy with a view to:
· Exploiting the rich range of backgrounds and expertise brought to the course by the experienced students

· Creating, as a consequence, a situated learning experience for the ab-initio students
· Adopting a flexible delivery model that is not constrained by conventional academic structures

· Re-examine the content to maximise its capacity to develop small business management skills
Research Question: What differences are there between the learning experiences of students supported by course teams at the partner colleges compared with those supported by the university course team?

Viewpoint: All Groups

The staff and students at the university and each of the three partner colleges raised similar issues and responded in similar ways to questions during the focus group meetings. There were no significant differences identified between the learning experiences of the students at Glamorgan and those in the partner network that were location specific. There were, however, operational issues relating to delivery.
The issues that were identified included:
· The variation in learning experience between different cohorts was more to do with different levels of support by the individual tutors than their location. Tutor support was universally cited by the students as a key factor in maintaining motivation and satisfaction
· In order for the partner college tutors to properly support their students, it was often necessary for them to clarify the expectations and outcomes of assessments designed by the university tutors. The intentions were not always clear in the briefings and if there was any delay in the university responding it became a problem

· The developmental nature of ECW meant that modules were still being developed while delivery was underway. There were occasions when partner college tutors did not have sight of modules they were responsible for until very close to the time they were due for delivery. This meant that the tutors were not optimally prepared to support those modules
· Group size is an issue for the student experience and this varies across the partner network. At the university and one or two of the partner colleges groups were large enough for the discussion forums to share a variety of views and to establish a group dynamic. Where groups were less than 5 or 6, this did not happen
· The induction at the beginning of the course had a significant effect on the ease with which the students engaged with learning on-line. The general process was the same across the partner network, but varied in quantity and quality as a result of different attendance arrangements. At the partner colleges inductions happened in the evenings or at weekends and were sometimes compromised by staff and student availability and by technical difficulties
Summary

All of the above issues have been discussed by the project management group at the university and by the monthly partner college meetings and solutions are either already being actioned or are planned. For example:
· The e-moderator training course is constantly under review and has a role, not only to achieve a high level of consistency of on-line tutor support, but also to identify those tutors who may be unsuited for this type of delivery

· A review of course delivery is underway which will result in minimum group sizes and a network-wide team approach to allocating tutors to those groups
· The induction process has already been improved and, again, is constantly under review. 

 Research Question: How effective are the technical and student support systems in addressing student needs across the range of partner colleges compared with the university? Do students have access to the same levels of support and resources?
The support systems for students have been significantly enhanced since ECW was launched. A customer services team is now in place at the university with a helpline for students that operates up to 9.00pm in the evening and weekend support is being trialled. IT skills are now assessed at induction and IT training provided up to an acceptable level if needed.
Students at all the partner colleges receive first line support through the customer services team who will organise an appropriate response within an agreed timescale. If the response requires local support then this will be communicated to the partner college involved and acted on.

Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Students

· The general opinion of the helpline and technical support was that it was excellent and that it had improved significantly since the customer services team had been put in place
· The students reported numerous technical problems to do with their computers, ISPs and the delivery platform, Blackboard. They praised, however, the help they got to solve them
· Some students found navigating in Blackboard frustrating and time consuming, particularly when they wanted to view multiple pages and could not change the window size when viewing materials
· Access to LRC resources outside the course materials was reported to be difficult. This appeared to be a training issue
Viewpoint: The Partner College Students

· As at the university, the students reported many technical problems, particularly at the beginning of the course, but also had high praise for the support they received via customer services
· There was a mixed response to the provision of LRC resources. Some students had great difficulty in finding anything relevant to their needs, whereas others thought the provision was really good. The difference appeared to be the skill of the students in using on-line searches for materials and suggests the need for improvements in the information provided at induction
· As noted above, there was some variation in the quality of induction between the partner colleges and the university, but this seemed to stem from the quality of input from staff and the way the event was organised, rather than the location
Summary

There were some organisational and technical differences in the quality of support across the partner network, but these tended to be staff-related rather than location related. There appear to be opportunities to improve the student experience with better support at induction for IT problem solving, Web navigation & accessing resources and perhaps through follow-up support during the course itself.      

Research Question: How effective are the management and administrative systems? Do the course teams receive the support they need to provide a quality service for the students?
The course teams at the university and at partner colleges have access to a high level of resource for the number of students they support as a result of the development and delivery of ECW being project funded. A sustainable business model is being prepared that will determine the resource levels when the course is revenue funded.

The academic administration for ECW is provided by three administrators operating in the business school at the university. Project management and administration is highly effective with weekly management meetings and monthly partner college meetings.
Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Tutors

· The teaching model currently applied is 4 hours support and 2 hours admin per week per module. The actual hours varies from module to module, but typically the tutor would spend 5 hours per week on-line
· The model was based on the needs of a cohort of 20 – 30 students. The second and third year cohorts are now significantly less than this but the level of resource available hasn’t changed
· An average of 2 hours per week is also spent on f2f meetings with students. Administration includes acting as programme leaders, year tutors and admission tutor
· Tutor support involves monitoring and managing module tasks, marking and feeding back on assignments and responding to requests from students for tutor support, including individual f2f meetings 
· Senior management support at the university is very high at directorate level and with departmental and school management involved with the project. Support of managers outside the project varies presently, but discussions at all levels are expected to see e-learning becoming gradually embedded across the institution
Viewpoint: The Partner College Tutors

· The same teaching model is applied at each of the partner colleges. Some cohorts in the colleges are very small indeed and yet the resource remains the same. This is clearly unsustainable.
· The course teams receive high levels of support within their academic departments but, in more than one college, the senior management is seen to be remote from the process. ‘Keeping a watching brief’ was a phrase used
· The resource levels are at least as high as at the university, sometimes significantly higher, particularly as the group sizes are often much lower

· There is a variable level of administrative support at the partner colleges. Most administration in terms of enrolment, student registration etc is handled centrally at the university
Summary

The resources available to support the students at the partner colleges are at least as good as at the university. The effective support of students is dependent on the way the resource is deployed by each partner. The monthly partner college meetings are seen as key to ensuring a consistent approach across the network.
Research Question: Is the academic quality of student performance accurately measured by the assessment regime? Is it consistent and reliable across the partner network? Are there procedures in place to confirm authenticity?
The assessment regime for the BA Enterprise is through module assignments which are submitted on-line for marking. In year 3 there are final campus-based exams. The materials, assessment and delivery processes for each module were validated by the University Quality Assurance Committee 
Viewpoint: The Glamorgan Tutors
· The assignment based assessment is treated in the same way as campus based courses, and goes through the same marking and verification processes 
· There is no systematic model for authenticating authorship of assignment submissions
· Although the module tasks and their associated discussion forums are separate to the assignments, they are regarded as an essential part of the learning process. Making participation in all the discussions a condition of passing the module was considered but has not been implemented

· All students across the partner network will attend campus-based final year exams. Clearly the work produced can be authenticated.

Viewpoint: The Partner College Tutors

· Because modules were still in development, there were occasions when partner college tutors had not seen the assessment specification before the module started. This made it very difficult to support the students
· The tutors were uncertain sometimes about what was expected in assessments and required clarification from the university tutors. They felt that better communications about assessment was needed from the university

· The quality of assessment outcomes was seen as being generally equivalent to that of university supported students. Some work was outstanding and demonstrated a more situated response than those of campus-based students

Viewpoint: University & Partner College Students

· The assessments were mainly seen to be relevant, authentic and challenging, although this was questioned in year 3 with its emphasis on corporate business

· Whilst the students understood the reason for the 3rd year exams, they did not like the prospect and felt that it contributed significantly to the perceived work overload in the final year

· The students requested better information about assessments and timings at the beginning of each year so they could plan their study pattern and work their other commitments around the submission deadlines
Summary

There are clearly communications issues to be addressed here both for staff and students. Lack of information about assessments arose to some extent because the modules were new, but the assessments will change for every cohort in the future. Information needs be made available in good time for the tutor to be in a position to support the students and for the students to plan their work.
Conclusions
This benchmarking exercise was designed to gain a picture of the effectiveness of the ECW MLE across the partner network. This was done by examining the design and delivery of the BA Enterprise degree from the point of view of staff at the university and the partner colleges; and the student experience of the BA Enterprise degree at the university and the partner colleges.
The managed learning environment (Figure 1) is the total learning support system and includes many more stakeholders than just the design team, tutors and students involved in this exercise. A number were mentioned in the responses recorded above: technical & customer support, management, LRC etc., and all of these will be involved in the next phase of the evaluation.
The information here will enable the evaluation team to design and refine the focus group and data gathering plans for this next phase. The objectives of this work will be to:
· Evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of sharing of teaching resources through the MLE by the University and its partner college network

· Investigate the academic support provided by programme teams at each institution and how the course delivery was effectively coordinated through the MLE

· Evaluate the technical support provided for learners, both centrally by the University of Glamorgan and locally by the partner colleges

· Evaluate the administrative systems provided through the MLE in support of the students

· Evaluate the learners’ experience in engaging with the MLE using computer resources in the workplace or at home

· Assess the effectiveness of the student tracking and recording systems supported by the MLE across the partner college network   

· Investigate the effect the MLE has on the pedagogic delivery model intended and the learning processes experienced by the students

· Evaluate the effectiveness of the cross institutional management and organisational activities operated through the MLE 

Aspects of each of these objectives have been referred to in the viewpoints expressed in this benchmarking study. It is clear from the summaries at the end of each set of responses that there are many opportunities to improve the experience of both students and staff. As well as documenting the effectiveness of the ECW MLE implementation in the next phase, plans for exploiting these improvement opportunities will be developed and, where appropriate, introduced. The final phase of the evaluation will investigate the effect of these changes in delivering the improvements planned.
Tony Toole

February 2004 

Figure 1: The ECW MLE
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