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Executive Summary

This two-year project has considered the effectiveness of e-learning, administrative and support procedures relating to foundation degrees (cross-institutionally) and made a number of recommendations based on the experiences and perceptions of various stakeholders with an interest in foundation degree delivery (from University College Worcester and partner institutions).

Early investigations demonstrated that very little E-learning was evident and administration and communication processes between the partner institutions were neither documented nor consistent in content and approach. The project then identified likely reasons why these potential (E-learning) benefits were not being realised, and where possible followed an action research methodology to improve the experiences of both associate staff and foundation degree students.

Many of the findings relate to the need to effect change in practice by ensuring that appropriate policies and processes are in place across all collaborating institutions. It is believed that there are particular factors and issues relating to the successful provision of Foundation Degrees, and that FD students should not be regarded as ‘just another cohort’. For this reason, any institution engaged in collaborative provision within the sector should ensure that clear guidance and resourcing is in place with regards to services and support, and that all aspects of the FD experience (service provision as well as academic provision) are monitored. 

Key findings 

General to sector

· Partnership agreements should include documentation relating to the provision of services and support to both Foundation Degree students and to associate staff. Service level agreements are used in a number of other HE/FE collaborations, and the subsequent clarity and consistency of this approach do not produce inflexibility of working practices or unnecessary bureaucracy

· Early awareness of, and access to HE facilities for associate staff is critical if the HEI intends Fd courses to fully utilise the full range of services available to them. For this to happen, registration of associate staff (particularly course managers) and subsequent processes for obtaining online accounts need to be a high priority, leading to an induction and training programme geared to familiarising associate staff with all appropriate online services and service/support systems in place for their students

· The most rapid way to improve the experiences of partner college Fd students is by winning the hearts and minds of the course managers and tutors. Priority should therefore be focused on providing tangible benefits to these (FE) academic staff, perhaps through a locally provided allocation of time (specified in the partnership agreement, course contract or other document) to allow for the necessary training/familiarisation with HE provision. This will not happen unless it is stated as a formal requirement

UCW-specific

· A key role has been identified of “partnership manager” that will promote the needs of FE institutions within the HEI, and coordinate service and support developments relevant to the needs of associate staff and HE-number students based off campus. This role should also act as a focus for partner college staff with difficulties and queries, able to pick up trends across subject disciplines, acting more quickly to identify and react to problems, and also to be pro-active in discussions with different user groups in the region [this point may also be relevant to HEIs more widely]

· Early successes have been achieved in the use of WebCT (training partner college staff and use by Learning Support Foundation Degree cohorts) though following the end of project (July 31, 2005) it is important that the impetus for inclusion of partner college requirements within the HE developments continue

· The project has proved very useful in identifying current practices of delivery and support of Foundation degrees, and has concurrently acted as a focus and catalyst for change within the institution, delivering a number of recommendations during the period. This has in part been possible because of the absence of any other coordinating body concerned with the holistic requirements of Foundation Degrees. It is hoped that UCW will provide a means by which the discrete service elements pertinent to partner institutions’ staff and students can be more effectively structured to directly benefit the students.

Background

In 1998/9, a JISC funded project “Information flows between partner institutions” allowed UCW and its Further Education partners to explore potential areas of collaboration. Another successful bid in October 1999 led to a report “Enhancing collaborative provision: implications for HE/FE relationships”. There was therefore a solid track record of collaborative working between UCW and its partners, and recognition that collaborative provision allows access to a wider range of expertise than would be possible at a single institution. 

This experience gave UCW an advantage as Foundation Degrees emerged as the area targeted for the largest growth in the coming decade. It was anticipated that Foundation Degrees would meet the skills needs of the 21st century and play a key role in achieving widening participation. However, Foundation Degrees bring substantial challenges of developing and providing a supportive learning environment, along with those of bringing together employers, students, and educational institutions from different sectors. The project was proposed in order to work through these issues to develop an effective system, and reflect on the pitfalls and success strategies.
Aims and Objectives

Aim:

To identify, test and evaluate ways to improve the use of a Managed Learning Environment to provide effective delivery of Foundation Degrees 

Objectives:

1. To evaluate and develop the effectiveness of on-line learning across institutions

2. To investigate and improve communications and information transfer between staff, students and employers 

3. To produce guidelines and recommendations on systems and working practices
When the project started in September 2003 it became apparent that there was far less e-learning content than expected. The project objectives were amended to reflect this situation. 

Objectives: (Revision of January 2004)

1. To set up project infrastructure, organisation and resources

2. To identify and evaluate how to ensure students and staff make use of on-line learning and on-line administration within the MLE

3. To evaluate the effectiveness of on-line learning across institutions and recommend ways of developing this

4. To investigate and improve electronic communications and information transfer between staff, students and employers

5. To produce guidelines and recommendations on systems and working practices
Methodology

The objectives of the project required the project team both to investigate the current situation with regard to online learning and administration, and to recommend ways to develop the effectiveness of these areas.

A problem solving approach was therefore used whereby the project team carried out action research utilising ‘Development Cycles’ (DCs) that can be described via the following sequence:

· Identify current situation from the perspective of different stakeholders

· Establish who would be responsible for the DC

· Propose solutions and implement where possible (liaising with the relevant UCW agencies and committees etc.)

· Evaluate the success of the solution

The current solution was ascertained by means of visits by the Project Manager to the partner colleges and by questionnaires given to students in November 2003 

The Development Cycles that emerged were:

1. IT registration as part of general registration activities

2. Portal usability across institutions: designs and data

3. Staff skills development and attitude to e-learning

4. Students’ IT skills and access issues

5. Partner college staff access to UCW IT facilities

Two additional cycles were initially identified:

6. E-learning content availability

7. VLE (WebCT) Implementation

DC6 changed to consider barriers to content as it became apparent that that was little or no existing content

DC7 became linked with the DC2, forming a larger DC considering the impact of web-based systems on Foundation Degree students and associate staff.

A small team was identified to work on each of the DCs, and a number of issues emerged by the summer of 2004. These led to recommendations being made, and proposed solutions being tested over the second year of the project.

It became apparent early on in the Development Cycles that relying on busy academic staff was inappropriate. It was possible to second a member of staff from a Partner College to work part time on the project, and this proved to be a positive way forward.

Difficulties with DC approach:

An investigative project of this nature lends itself to a number of possible research methodologies. The lack of time or involvement of staff familiar with project planning experience made it difficult to identify and establish a comprehensive methodology. The change in project focus (away from evaluation, towards identification of processes and barriers) also made it harder to fine-tune the methodology that would be implemented. An action research approach was therefore adopted in its most generic guise. The primary challenges experienced related to the level of participation of the stakeholders.

By considering the DC components separately:

Identification of issues was carried out successfully through a variety of means, but relied primarily on the stakeholders’ willingness to express their views on the core issues requiring attention. This in turn depended on whether the issues were perceived to fall directly within their departmental remit (for staff) or would be likely to provide clear benefits (for students). A combination of factors (principally being early enthusiasm for the project aims and very limited personal commitment e.g. agreement to attend short meetings) allowed this component of the DC to be readily achieved. The project team was then in a strong position to consolidate the findings and prioritise the research areas to be taken on.

Responsibility for DC could not easily be pre-determined (prior to the identification stage), as availability and relevant expertise had to be considered at later stages. It was clear in retrospect that though individuals within the project team were identified to lead each development cycle, these individuals did not have the necessary expertise and/or experience (at either technical or management levels) to carry out the work. Furthermore, the time commitment for such work had not been costed into any earlier budget proposals- and as such the work was voluntary. Local working pressures and subsequent lack of commitment to these team leader roles certainly restricted the speed at which a number of the development cycles advanced. As a consequence, the project manager took on a number of de facto team leader roles, which restricted project progress.

Propose & implement activities varied widely over the different DCs. For example, it became apparent later in the project how important it was to provide effective processes for associate staff (to obtain online services and be supported to use them effectively). Recommendations in this area related to ambiguities of user and service definitions, and authority to make changes was driven by senior managers, with amendments impacting on large numbers of staff. Implementing change proved difficult, though the problems were relatively clear. This may relate to a lack of institutional drive/understanding about the relevant business processes. Changes to technical systems (e.g. translating hard copy forms onto an online system) would be relatively straightforward to implement. 

Improvements to the technical DCs (e.g. WebCT developments) could be more easily provided, and assessed, as the operations came under the remit of the Information & Learning Services (ILS) department, with subsequent access to key staff made possible (e.g. JISC project staff, E-learning specialists etc.).

Evaluation: The evaluation of each development cycle was reviewed qualitatively, through the perceived improvements in experience, particularly by the students, course managers and project team. A lack of quantitative “before and after” data was caused by a number of factors, including an unwillingness for a number of key staff to commit further into the project, difficulties in achieving like-for-like data, and too small a sample size.

Though it is worth highlighting the above difficulties, it is felt that the methodology chosen was generally appropriate and relatively successful, when considering the lack of project management experience within the institution, the insufficient staffing levels, and lack of commitment from a number of partner institutions. The “softly, softly” approach (in project developments and requests for change) has allowed for a gradual and steady improvement in the levels of understanding of partnership operations for a range of staff, particularly an ability to appreciate the needs and requirements of those staff working in different departments. The growing understanding and reliance of the project function proved both positive and negative, as a focus for all partnership support questions. This may have been partly due to the DC approach utilised by the project, endeavouring to gauge views from many staff at all levels of the institution. The lack of a formal representative to coordinate partner college support issues has resulted by this void being filled by the project manager.

Project Management Issues:

This short report is based on the experiences of the project manager [Ken Mackay] and draws upon his JISC project role and his prior exposure to other projects, as well as issues relating to resources and support available at UCW. The report is therefore based upon a unique situation, though readers may recognise some of the issues and have similar views on the best means to resolve some of the stated problems!

Due to the need for a rapid turnaround between the acceptance of the project bid and the start of the project, it is preferential to recruit a project manager locally from the host institution (as this is a much quicker process than advertising more widely- missing out the advertisement phases of the recruitment process). As an IT manager, working within the ILS service, and familiar with internal college structures, Ken was suitably qualified for the role. It was also possible for Ken to start quickly due to restructuring opportunities within the service during the period at the commencement of project.

Ken did not however have any formal project management experience (indeed this is a rare commodity in Higher Education!), though did have theoretical knowledge of PRINCE 2 (having completed the Foundation course and covered a number of project management modules at postgraduate level). Ken also did have substantial experience “managing projects”, though this is an entirely different area of work based more on supervising/monitoring staff, and allocating resources and training. I.e. Ken had experience of certain areas of project management, as defined in a more formal context. It is felt that the recruitment of a professional project manager would not have been feasible within the time allocated, and indeed the potential benefits available from such a person could not have been utilised without the necessary support and management structures being in place.

One view within HE/FE is that the most substantial component necessary to manage a project is the Project Manager. Consequently it follows that once the Project Manager has been recruited, it is quite possible to provide a successful project outcome, regardless of other factors (to be discussed). This erroneous viewpoint (from the perspective of formal project management methodology) is primarily drawn from a lack of experience of projects outside of a specialist or technical context, and a lack of understanding at all levels of the institution about the pre-requisites for this type of project (that necessarily spans across a number of departments and institutions). Though the ILS department recognises the management requirements necessary for JISC and for internal effectiveness, typically there will need to be a compromise reached between these needs, and the funding/recruitment drives that are controlled from outside the department.

JISC requires its project to utilise a project management methodology that is based upon PRINCE 2. Though this methodology has a modular design, there are still core components that must be adhered to, in particular: clear definitions and commitment from specific stakeholders; roles, responsibilities and authorities specified, and so forth. If it is necessary for all projects (either within a programme, or set of programmes) to utilise a consistent methodology in order that the wider benefits of shared formats and cross-pollination of information is clear. PRINCE 2 affords JISC with a good mechanism for monitoring progress. It should be noted that PRINCE 2 is a product-centred methodology, which is designed to continually monitor and react to various pre-determined stages of the product lifecycle. This should work well with technical/manufacturing projects, though is poor at managing more qualitative projects.

It would seem sensible that a PRINCE2-type methodology may be a sensible default requirement for JISC projects, though bid authors should be encouraged to define their own preferred “in-house” methodology. The methodology could be simple or complex, depending on the length of the project, its aims and objectives etc. If JISC have prescribed core components that must be covered, then the methodology chosen must be able to respond to these. It is sensible though that the methodology better reflects the existing working practices of the institutions involved (particularly when there multiple HE/FE institutions involved) which could be modified to meet any core JISC requirements, rather than working backwards from a largely unrecognised way of working.

There is a clear correlation between what is achievable within the project planning and implementation phases, and the resources committed to the project. Risks associated with (lack of commitment of) stakeholders may well be specified within current bid criteria, but this is a critical issue that has to be addressed further. Rather than merely a part of a risk assessment exercise, staffing commitment should be a higher level pre-requisite for funding. Formalised contractual commitment is necessary from all staff that take up core positions within PRINCE 2 (or other agreed) methodology. This is the only certain way for the institution(s) involved to commit time, money and staffing throughout the duration of the project.

With the advantage of hindsight, a management methodology for this project could have included a further component for recruitment process for the Project Manager. Time pressures for recruitment already cause difficulties. It is therefore not suggested that specified levels of project management/technical experience is predefined (this should remain decidable by the institutions concerned), but the responsibilities and support for the project manager should be defined in broad terms. Within this project, Ken gradually ramped up his level/range of activities which were outside of the remit of project manager (as defined by PRINCE 2), in affect becoming “judge and jury” at a number of crucial stages of the project. The need for voluntary contributions from key stakeholders often resulted in no/limited formal feedback from individuals- resulting in the need to for Ken to interpret findings on their behalf (based on his experience of the individual/department/colleagues). This certainly does not conform to PRINCE 2, and reinforced the fact that the Project Manager is but one component of a project management methodology (though an important one!).

UCW, and presumably many other HEIs, do not have a strong project management ethos within or between academic and service departments. The collegiate structure is based around a matrix of hierarchical and committee frameworks that is not consistent with PRINCE 2. The ability to work effectively between departments/institutions is often reliant upon personal relationships and good will, rather than formalised arrangements between the departments. If there are not existing staff acting, and recognised as a focus for inter-departmental activities, then such staff will need to be in place as part of the project planning process. It is recognised (and has been experienced by this project) that such arrangements can be very time-consuming to organise and may or may not be embedded into operational and strategic structures. If project activities act as pathfinders to determine effective communication and management methods, then although of benefit to the institution, the associated time elapsed will be a barrier for the project itself. The project methodology therefore needs to be able to evolve (perhaps radically) to respond to such organisational barriers, in order that the project objectives can still be achieved.

Implementation

Planning

The project aims and objectives, their context within UCW and its partner institutions, and the project methodology were broadly explained in the original bid document. The first half of the project was structured as investigative: identifying and evaluating existing online learning and administration processes and systems across UCW’s partner institutions. General willingness to participate by senior staff at the partner (FE) institutions during the project bid stages needed to be clarified and structured during the earliest stages of the project. As an agreed priority at the inaugural steering group meeting, the project manager quickly arranged a number of meetings with likely candidates (suggested at the meeting) for project team members from three key FE institutions that were linked with UCW in Foundation Degree provision.

Late indications showed that there was not going to be a large number of FD students enrolling on the course (that the project was originally investigating) -Production Horticulture at Pershore College. In addition, an early understanding that Pershore would be utilising the BlackBoard VLE was shown to be inaccurate (lack of training and availability of learning support staff and development planning led to BlackBoard not being installed at their site), and they continued to use the BSCW product, which proved to be unsatisfactory. [BSCW (Basic Support for Cooperative Work) was the original UCW “shared workspace system” and forerunner to WebCT. Details of the BSCW system can be found at http://www.bscw.de/index_en.html ].

Discussions with the Programme Manager, Paul Bailey and staff at UCW determined it was sensible to involve further foundation degrees in the project in order to reduce the risk of poor recruitment in an isolated cohort, and to allow project issues to be investigated at more than one institution. The project manager subsequently visited Pershore College (Production Horticulture Fd), Kidderminster College (E-Commerce Fd and Evesham College (Learning Support Fd) to explain the project to the course managers and enlist support. This period of discussion corresponded with the first weeks of the course (an extremely busy time), and retrospectively was a poor choice of timing to recruit new staff to the project. Though there was senior management approval for this cooperation, there hadn’t been any time to plan for and provide a more formal level of commitment. There was a corresponding level of misunderstanding at Pershore College. Because Pershore and Worcester were the sole partners in the original bid, Pershore staff had assumed substantial project resources would be made available to them. The addition of further institutions to the project undermined their perceived likelihood of tangible benefits from the project.

The lack of clarity of their (partner institutions’) involvement at these early stages of the project was a problem that had repercussions throughout the project. The absence of any formal (contractual) commitment from partner institutions resulted in agreements from all involved to be voluntary project team members (including course managers and technical staff). In addition to the partner college staff, project team members were recruited from UCW to assist in development cycle work and provide expertise in the primary areas of investigation. Project team involvement is tabulated with approximate durations below:

	Name
	Institution
	Job role
	Nature of involvement
	Duration

	Ken Mackay
	UCW
	Project Manager
	Project 

Manager
	Yr1: 0.6

Yr2: FT

	Andrew Rothery
	UCW
	Project Director
	Project Director and line manager for KM. Member of Steering Group
	Yr 1- (.05)

	Judith Keene
	UCW
	Project Director
	Project Director.

Member of SG
	Yr 2- paid per hour

	Sarah Hayes
	UCW
	Project Administrator
	Project Administration
	..

	Sharon Smith
	Evesham College
	Course Manager for Learning Support Fd
	Secondment to project as Project Officer
	Yr 2 (0.2)

	Rowland Gallop
	UCW
	Head of Learning & Teaching Centre
	Project Team meetings only
	Occasional

	Peter Bryenton
	Pershore College
	ILT Mentor
	Project Team meetings and email correspondence
	Yr 1

Occasional

	Vaughan Hencher
	Pershore College
	ILT Mentor
	Project Team Meetings only
	Yr 2

Occasional

	Graham Mason
	Kidderminster College
	MIS Manager
	Project Team Meetings only
	Occasional

	Scott Buckler
	UCW
	Course Manager & link tutor for FDLS
	Project Team meetings and author of project report
	Yr 2

Occasional

	Anne Hannaford
	UCW
	Director of ILS
	Chair of SG
	Occasional

	Ray Phillips
	Evesham College
	Head of Department
	Member of SG
	Occasional

	Phil Mullington
	Pershore College
	Director of Curriculum
	Member of SG
	Occasional

	Tim Mason
	Kidderminster College
	Director of Business Strategy and Curriculum
	Member of SG
	Occasional


There were a number of other staff who were on the original project team but not able to attend project meetings, or unable to contribute directly to the project due to circumstances outside their control. Additionally, a number of partner college staff that agreed to attend ad hoc meetings with the project manager or respond to recommendations have not been specifically named above, but their contributions were welcomed and noted in the recommendation reports.

The majority of the project activities related to the development cycle components (discussed in separate report) that focused on institutional processes, roles and responsibilities, and communications. There were additionally a number of technical projects that have been developing during the second half of the project. Amongst these, Foundation Degree partner institutions have been encouraged to utilise WebCT, and share their e-learning experiences and development opportunities: specifically the Learning Support Fd (FDLS) WebCT areas are under development. A set of dedicated Fd web pages have been developed to be more relevant to the needs of partner college students, and also the Student On Line Environment (SOLE) has been amended to make the service more compatible with their needs (particularly in allowing term and semester time-tables to be accessible.

The project aimed to raise awareness on a number of fronts:

· Making relevant (identified) information available to Fd students (through web pages, course handbooks, and indirectly through their tutors

· Increasing the focus on course managers

· Alerting senior staff to partnership issues relating to existing agreements, institutional policy and procedures

· Clarifying roles and responsibilities of staff at UCW and at partner institutions 

User involvement

The primary users were originally identified as all UCW- numbers Foundation Degree students studying on the three courses being investigated (Learning Support, E-Commerce and Production Horticulture). The course managers associated with these courses agreed to be members of the project team, alongside two ILS coordinators.

The original intention was to closely evaluate the students’ use of e-learning on their courses. An almost complete lack of e-learning was determined during the first month of the project. The Project Manager had meetings with the course managers, UCW staff, and the majority of students to determine the rational behind this. The development cycle activities revealed fundamental issues, which were reinforced by these early student discussions and surveys- namely lack of awareness of facilities available, communication and support issues, lack of support for staff etc. As a result, the level of student involvement reduced, and the project concentrated on process issues based at UCW (internal and cross-institutional) to determine existing arrangements for collaborative provision and to identify a desirable future position. The users therefore became increasingly defined as members of staff: academics, service staff, and indeed members of the project team.

An important issue identified in the Key Factors report is that there is not a formal set of services or guidelines setting out how Fd courses should be supported (from Registration through to completion of the course). Arrangements are coordinated at a subject level, often by course managers. These staff independently approach UCW service staff to organise registration, enabling of IT accounts and access to services, finance, marketing and such. Though the project approached Heads of Service at UCW, they were not generally accessible, and proposed recommendations usually spanned over a number of services. It was difficult to establish which individual/department was responsible for making any suggested changes, and little progress was made in implementing any of the recommendations. It seems likely that changes to service functions will not occur unless:

· Through line management instruction

· To comply with college QA or service regulations

· To meet agreed levels of support with the partner institutions

The absence of incentive at discrete service level to enhance or create provision for Foundation Degree students is the major stumbling block. Improved collaboration with partner institutions is clearly necessary. 

The project steering group included senior managers from the partner institutions involved. These staff were clearly enthusiastic about improving the nature of the Fd collaborations, and were responsible for assigning members of their institution’s staff to the project team. Their (senior managers’) involvement related to strategic alignment of interests- broadly documented in the Partnership Agreement. In order to determine which operational areas were of greatest significance, the project team discussed how the potential benefits of these collaborations could be realised- by further discussion with partner college staff and staff internal to UCW.

Discussion with partner college tutors and course managers indicates an overwhelming view that their concerns are not being tackled, either internally or by UCW. Typical perceptions include:

· Not consulted in relation to projects and developments that are or will be having an effect on delivery of their courses

· Lack of clarity of UCW support systems for themselves and for their students

· Lack of understanding and commitments from their own institutions for time to be allocated against HE-related activities

Partner college staff have been very enthusiastic about the project, understanding of its aims and hopeful of changes to the nature of the partnership. Teaching and other commitments however have not allowed any commitment to the project beyond occasional meetings and email correspondence.

In contrast, UCW staff have placed lower levels of priority to the project, and subsequently (though generally more accessible) have also not been able to sustain any level of commitment towards the development cycles and other project activities. [Exceptions to this finding can be found from staff directly involved with the project, particularly Scott Buckler and Sharon Smith].

Foundation Degrees in their current numbers is a recent development at UCW, and effective support and communication structures are not yet in place. Though the project attempts to assist in the construction and evaluation of these systems, it has proved difficult to influence any changes in policy, as there is no clear agency to direct recommendations toward. This in turn has lead to a more fragmented approach in disseminating project recommendations. 

Many of the coordination issues that have required a more consistent and cohesive approach towards supporting partner colleges and students should be achievable as this project finishes, as a result of new posts during this period, including:

· Deputy Director of ILS [Has operational charge of the ILS service, to allow for improved coordination of service/support provision for partner college students]

· Director of sub-degree programmes and collaborative provision [strongly positioned to coordinate and react to developments, projects and support arrangements between UCW and its partner colleges]

Outputs and Results
Lessons learnt

PROJECT PLANNING

1. Informal commitment for cross-institutional projects is relatively easy to achieve, but this needs to be formally agreed within the project bid before the project is awarded. I.e. funding for staff secondments/appointments needs to be clarified in advance of project commencement

2. When the period between project award and project start is short, and falls within the summer vacation period, it is unlikely that it will be easy to recruit project staff within the period. Programme managers should therefore appreciate that the “real” project duration will be shorter than formally stated

3. A formal project management methodology (such as PRINCE 2) is not appropriate for institutions that can not operate in this (structured) way. See Methodology section.

4. When it is unclear which interests are represented by the Project Manager (relating to Pt.3), other stakeholders will be unsure if and how they should commit to a project. Authority and responsibility relating to this role should be clarified to all at the earliest opportunity

INVESTIGATION

5. Discussions occurred regularly as the primary source of information:

a. Project meetings 

b. Student meetings

c. Discussions with course managers

d. Meetings with UCW staff

The topics related to operational areas where gaps had been identified, and clear procedural guidance was not available. Views were therefore quite subjective and open to interpretation. It is clear however that a larger sample of students and more quantitative data would have more easily defined the students’ view of events (once they had experienced e-learning)

6. An action research methodology is only appropriate when structures/personnel are in place to make rapid changes to systems 

7. Investigation and interim reporting needs to be carried out by multiple staff, rather than from the Project Manager alone

8. For projects of this type, access to a web/database professional is required, to assure the project web site kept up to date, and surveys produced

FROM HERE..

9. Institution/department responsible for new projects pre-determines (preferably a consistent) project management methodology, and authorises all staff and time commitments associated with it

10. Sufficient time is given to arrange for existing staff to be seconded onto project activities. If this is unlikely to, or does not occur, this should be clearly articulated in project bid

11. Investigative projects, where many tasks and activities are unknown at the start of the project are inherently risky, in terms of accessing, and having commitment from hitherto undetermined staff.

12. Collaborative projects can learn from previous projects (in terms of content and process). Strategic partnership declarations should include mechanisms for recommending and implementing changes on behalf of partner college staff and/or student requirements.

INDICATIVE VIEWS OF A PARTNER COLLEGE

Discussions with colleagues from partner colleges about their key findings from the project include the following:

13. Many of the communication and technical difficulties are partially or wholly due to differences in term times, i.e. Foundation Degrees have term, rather than Semester durations
14. Involvement from FE staff for projects of this nature is expected to be taken out of “non-contact” time, which is already insufficient to develop and maintain course content, and in-house meetings
15. Gathering and evaluating data (by Course Managers) is problematic due to time constraints
16. FE staff at all levels are unclear about MLE definition and development, and therefore (due to this lack of awareness) can be difficult to get “buy-in” from senior management (for resourcing) and tutors at the chalk-face (to encourage and support their students)
17. It has proved difficult to identify and/or contact HE staff responsible for advising and supporting students on the use of various facilities
18. There is much uncertainty about the associate staff application process which has proved very frustrating, even with direct project input
19. There is a fundamental difference in ethos determining why and how student data is stored in HE/FE, which impacts on interoperability. MIS systems in FE may primarily be driven by the need to generate LSC funding. Such systems do not necessarily generate information useful for the HEI
20. An e-learning culture change may be necessary before Foundation Degree students can fully utilise HEI facilities. I.e. it is important to encourage students away from the traditional one-on-one teaching methods to an “independent learner” approach
21. Ongoing work on IPR and copyright (e.g. for content repositories and shared WebCT materials) have major implications that have not yet been fully realised by senior managers within FE. Notwithstanding this, development of shared resources has proved valuable for selected Foundation Degrees
22. There is value in collaborating with other partner (FE) institutions to have common MLE processes and systems; not just for the host (HE) institution, but for the benefit of Foundation Degree students directly e.g. to achieve more effective registration arrangements and speedier access to online accounts
23. Development of generic Foundation Degree web pages has proved useful information and facilities for both staff and students to use
24. The identification of non-subject specific requirements for Foundation Degrees has made it feasible to have shared induction events (for multiple Foundation Degrees) so that student issues and concerns can be responded to as a group. Issues which had historically been considered relevant to an isolated student cohort (and therefore treated with relatively low priority) can now be seen within a wider context, allowing for easier identification and reaction to the underlying problems
25. There has been an underlying feeling by Foundation Degree students of being undervalued by the HEI, feeling intimidated or “unworthy” of better support. Poor initial experiences of administration can reinforce this picture, and is largely unnoticed by the HEI.
Towards the end of this project, there have been a number of changes within the institution that have allowed for many of the project outcomes to be realised. It is very difficult to establish the project’s direct contribution to these changes, as it is unclear who has acted as a result of the project recommendations or has acted upon them as a natural consequence of other developments. It is certainly likely that the project may have acted as a catalyst to changes “in the pipeline”, alerting staff to the full significance and drivers behind these changes, and therefore increased the priority of partner college-related initiatives.

The lack of structure or indeed incentive for a formal project management methodology within UCW has also reinforced an environment where a consistent and effective dissemination of project findings (and subsequent influence on other college mechanisms) is hard to sustain.

Nevertheless the project has provided and analysed a number of questionnaires and surveys (see project web site), and also included a number of reports for internal view- directing staff to the academic and service benefits available to students and staff by the introduction or further development of the managed learning environment.

Four reports have been produced by Ken Mackay and the case study was produced by Buckler/Smith, together considering different aspects that have featured prominently with discussions with key stakeholders (e.g. associate staff, the students, service providers, managers etc.)

1. Key factors for successful Foundation Degrees






2. The Quality/IT/Resource triangle for Foundation Degrees




3. Partner Institution staff requirements







4. Development Cycle Reports








5. Case study










Each of these are available in full form from the project web site http://www2.worc.ac.uk/jisc-mle/ and are also outlined briefly in this “Outputs and Results” section on the following page.

The project also hosted two conference events. The first in July 2004 (at UCW) for UCW staff and staff from its partner colleges. The second event was a national event in June 2005, open to any interested visitors (at Stone Manor Hotel, Worcs). Details of both conferences are available from the project web site at http://www2.worc.ac.uk/jisc-mle/.

In addition, the Project Manager also presented at the "Ways of Supporting Foundation Degrees with ICT " JISC RSC (West Midlands) conference at Wolverhampton in January 2005.

Ongoing additions to the Foundation Degree web pages can be found at http://www2.worc.ac.uk/foundation/

1. Key factors for successful Foundation Degrees: lessons for cross-institutional collaborations

Each of the five development cycles was investigated through an action research methodology during the latter half of the project, involving a great deal of discussion with interested stakeholders and recommendations being provided at a number of stages. One consequence of this work was the determination of five critical success factors necessary for effective support of Foundation Degrees (and by association, successful delivery of Foundation Degrees).

Critical Success Factors

1. Effective partnership agreements

2. Effective pre-validation visits

3. Coordination of services to partner institutions

4. HE coordinator at partner institutions

5. Promotion of UCW services to partner institutions 

Effective partnership agreements

The Partnership Agreement is identified as the key document describing the formal relationship between collaborating institutions. It is the only document describing this relationship, not at a subject-specific level but more generically.

It seems however that these agreements may have been formulated originally with a specific course in mind, covering academic quality requirements, drawn up in a broad aspirational tone. As courses have become more reliant on the use of online learning and administrative tools, it has therefore become increasingly necessary to formalise the arrangements/mechanisms in place to deliver such facilities to partner colleges. The lack of information formalising service arrangements (e.g. through service level agreements) within the partnership agreement has led to different courses and institutions interpreting guidelines (when they exist) differently. Frameworks within HE and FE are still not geared around remote support and there is little institutional priority being directed towards increased resourcing and support for associate staff. Without more prescriptive contracts, it is unlikely that HE-focused developments within FE partners or partner college support by HE will be considered as a high priority.

Effective pre-validation visits
At present, there is insufficient understanding of the nature of administrative and support services available at the partner institutions that will directly influence the students’ early experiences. Visits to the partner institutions, even if they do not influence validation events, should be a compulsory aspect of partnerships. Any shortcomings or areas of concern identified in terms of technological, administrative or support systems available to HE students could be detailed, and made available to validation panels, and other review bodies. Perhaps of greater operational significance, the information can be reported to UCW service heads, so that arrangements for supporting Foundation Degree students can be revised in a structured way ready for the start of terms, rather than reacting to student and staff difficulties when the courses are already underway.

Coordination of services to partner institutions 

During the project duration, the administration of Foundation Degree (and other partner college) students have become more embedded into Registry operations, and are now seen as part of the “student majority”, rather than a minority (low priority) area. The increasing relevance and benefits manifest by online resources has become more apparent to partner institutions, and so there has been a corresponding increase in communication by course managers requesting information on such resources. The biggest hurdle for course managers is that there is not a single point of contact for them in relation to online systems and support at UCW. UCW link tutors nominally hold this role but their knowledge and time constraints tend to limit correspondence to matters directly related to teaching/course issues. Course managers are frustrated with having to talk to a series of individuals at UCW, who themselves are unsure about their roles and commitments in relation to partner institution students- often referring course managers to further contacts. When there are multiple courses running between UCW and a partner institution, there can then be multiple course managers asking for the same or similar information, and potentially being given different advice. 

Resources available for support services (particularly in relation to WebCT) will tend to be prioritised on students based on UCW Campus (where staff and students can receive direct support) and registration/administrative arrangements are well established. With this in mind, it is important that planning for new services embeds the needs of partner college staff and students, rather than only considering their requirements at the ends of these projects.

It seems sensible to have a clear role at UCW dedicated to supporting all the partner institutions. A partnership manager role could consolidate and document all existing services relevant to partner institutions (for staff and students) and act as first port of call for all associate staff. This would be particularly beneficial to course managers at the partner institutions. Within UCW, this person could regularly liaise with link tutors and service heads, and so acting as a two-way conduit to support both sets of institutions.

HE coordinator at partner institutions

This is a reciprocal position based at each partner institution that would provide an effective focus for the partnership manager, or combination of staff performing this function. It is recognised that there would be a threshold number of HE students studying on UCW Foundation Degrees to warrant such a position; but even if there was only a handful of students, and only one course connected with UCW, this role is still important and should be recognised as part of the responsibilities of the course manager or other named role-holder.

At a number of partner institutions, there is a member of staff designated as a “HE Coordinator”. This person tends to represent the partner institution at a strategic level, and sometimes attends at quality or finance meetings relating to the courses. They do not however get involved with day-to-day operations and issues relating to IT, Registration and other areas of service provision. Local coordination of these areas would be particularly useful when there are multiple courses in place: freeing up course managers to their teaching commitments and promoting consistency and effectiveness of communications between partner institutions and UCW. In principal it is possible for the partnership manager to also take on this role, though this would require more frequent visits to the institutions in question. This may be the most likely starting point- reinforcing the importance of the relationship between course managers and the partnership manager role.

Promotion of UCW services to partner institutions

Even with the best possible infrastructure in place for providing services and support to partner institution staff and students, it has little value if these users are not aware of such provision. It is therefore critical that staff and students receive complete and timely information relating to services that they are eligible to receive. Staff are deemed even more important than the students in terms of having communication channels with UCW, and early access to online facilities (discussed within the Associate staff report). As well as ensuring staff are confident and have access to UCW facilities, students need to receive information directly. Relevant materials relating to UCW provision will be included in the students’ course handbook (rather than providing a separate UCW handbook or Fd handbook etc), recognising the students and staff only want one single source of reference. [This inclusion is in place for two of the partner colleges: HCT and Evesham College at the time of writing]. Further levels of detail will be included on a dedicated Foundation Degree web pages area (hosted on the UCW web pages), see http://www2.worc.ac.uk/foundation/ 

To repeat the earlier message, the most effective way for students to receive important information, particularly at the earliest stages of the course, will be via their course manager and tutors. Gaining the confidence of these staff will require a level of commitment from both sides (UCW and partner institution) in relation to induction, training and support activities. Time for these events must be scheduled and realistic within the partner institution timetables. Further reinforcement of UCW facilities can be achieved through posters, workshops and refresher events, either at UCW or at the partner institutions.

2. The Quality/IT/Resource triangle for Foundation Degrees 

Following on from the partnership agreement discussions, it appears logical that IT and resourcing issues are clarified more formally in relation to quality requirements, which themselves are the binding factor between collaborating institutions.

The importance of e-learning, particularly for geographically diverse students, continues to rise. Equity of service for all registered students is not however reinforced by formalisation of processes describing how such students receive support from the HEI. Indeed there is little monitoring of such activity- and the problem is enhanced due to poor communication structures between institutions able to deal with IT support queries. Such support relates to learning resources (such as WebCT, e-mail, Athens etc.) and also administrative systems (such as SITS student record system, student portal etc).

Foundation Degree students are fully eligible for accessing student facilities (wherever they are based) and associate staff (typically those staff teaching Foundation Degree courses) have full rights to staff facilities. The primary difficulty however is that the publicity, access, support and training for these services is heavily biased towards campus-based users. As a consequence, only a small percentage of these users fully benefit from the services on offer. Those that are keen to develop their use of e-learning can receive inconsistent advice and support. Increased demand for WebCT from the Foundation Degree courses, demands for more consistent and timely registration and access to online accounts suggest that quality regulations should embed e-learning requirements and associated service level mechanisms.

How funding for Foundation Degrees in top-sliced and distributed is a contentious subject, and outside of the scope of this report. It is clear however that associate staff need to be adequately supported, so that they are confident in how and when to access HE facilities for their own administrative benefit and be able to encourage and support their students.

 3. Partner Institution staff requirements

Perhaps the most important single area identified by the project is the support provided to associate staff. The definition of associate staff is as yet still under discussion! It is recognised however that staff involved directly with teaching Foundation Degree students are considered associate staff and are therefore eligible to use all HE facilities.

It is clear that many associate staff are either unaware or unclear about the facilities that they can use. It is very important to resolve this difficulty, as greater access to HE systems helps them in two important ways: 

· Improved communications with HE colleagues, awareness of new developments, access to online facilities and

· Understanding and (when appropriate) the ability to use student service and support facilities- in order that they can encourage and advise students to use these systems

The process for application for associate staff status is confused and ineffective, and is currently driven by the potential associate staff members, rather than being triggered automatically via submission of CV (through validation), through contract or other method. The absence of a consistent process of application, combined with a complex/ambiguous set of steps to link the Personnel system entries with IT systems reinforces the time lag between application and membership. Furthermore, once staff are registered for, and have accounts to use a variety of online systems, there is not currently a structured induction/training/support system in place for these staff, which in many cases acts an a disincentive to use such services. This is particularly true if their first experience in requesting help is perceived to be poor. One core rationale for improving and speeding up the associate staff process is that if staff are not enthusiastic about services provided by the HEI, they are unlikely to encourage their students to utilise these services.

The HEI has two fundamental choices. Either to provide dedicated service and support structures for associate staff- appreciating the specific set of needs requested, or to make existing staff services more inclusive and relevant to the needs of partner college staff. The danger is that if the latter option is taken, assumptions are made that eligibility for service means this group of staff can be catered for with existing support and training structures. This is demonstrably not the case. Induction, initial and refresher training sessions need to be built into teaching schedules so that associate staff can fully benefit from services on offer.

4. Development Cycle Reports

The five development cycle reports have been produced, utilising the experience of UCW and its partner colleges

DC1: Registration Processes

The report considers the various processes that make up registration, and the links between enrolment and registration at the institutions involved. There are clear delays in the sequence of processes leading up to creation of online accounts. These are often due to delays in registering Foundation Degree students at the HEI and subsequent entry onto the student record system (a pre-requisite for creation of online accounts).

Delays and inconsistencies in registration processes relate to both technical and organisational factors. When there are only a few HE students studying at a partner college, there is little incentive for such colleges to invest in additional systems to link better with the HEI, nor often to hold the student data in the same MIS system used to hold their FE student numbers. As a consequence, the effectiveness of cross-institutional registration procedures is almost totally reliant on personal relationships. The staff involved differ, depending on the nature of the course, the mode of study, and the institution involved. The effectiveness of registration also is impacted by how and when HE academic staff monitor and assist these processes. Registration is not an end to itself- it is the first step and prerequisite for eligibility and access to a variety of HE facilities. If the course managers or other FE staff have no/little awareness or interest in the HE facilities being available to students early on, then they will not prioritise registration. At UCW, there is no interoperability of student record systems (between UCW’s SITS system and partner college systems)- indeed it is common for student data to be transferred between institutions as email attachments. This situation is reinforced by low HE numbers at a high number of institutions, all holding student data in different ways- typically with course managers responsible for the transfer of data to the HEI, rather than central services. 

UCW is likely in the future to be adding on an online student record module for SITS (eVision), which should prove a helpful way for Foundation Degree students to register and access module information over a common web interface, and therefore the students at each of the partner institutions can be supported in a consistent manner.

DC2: Web services

This development cycle concentrates on two separate threads: i) the development of WebCT use at partner institutions and ii) developing the use of the student portal and dedicated web pages for Foundation Degree students.

WebCT has recently taken over as the VLE of choice from the previous system (BSCW- Basic Support for Cooperative Work). The start of the WebCT rollout (for all UCW staff and students) coincided with the start of this project. Resources available for supporting and training staff and students in WebCT are still limited, and have needed to be focused on campus-based staff. However, it has become more and more widely used within academic modules over the project duration. The advantages inherent in WebCT for student cohorts predominantly based in work placements and/or working from home (typical in Foundation Degrees) are publicised by word of mouth, and experience from Foundation Degrees is that it is or soon will be in use in at least one module of each course. The primary difficulties relate to setting time aside for staff to attend training sessions, and for inductions/workshops to follow automatically from registration, rather than months later (when many of the opportunities have passed). Another difficulty relates to partner college investment (in relation to software licensing and training time) in different VLEs. If their FE students and staff are familiar with a different VLE, and local support staff are familiar with this different system, then typically they will resist the introduction of WebCT, despite it being in the best interest of the student.

Even when UCW’s partner colleges are using WebCT, they may be using their own local system (rather than UCW’s) and therefore not benefiting from centralisation and standardisation of process. This seems to be because the benefits of an UCW-hosted WebCT provision are perceived to be weighted towards UCW, rather than allowing flexibility of approach preferred by partner colleges i.e. they prefer to retain control of learning resources when possible. 

As a parallel activity to VLE developments, UCW has also embarked on cross-institutional work looking at content repositories, which are not VLE specific, but intend to make various resources available across the region. This may prove a more promising venture from the viewpoint of partner (FE) colleges, which can contribute to, and access useful resources without having to significantly alter existing service and support provision.

UCW’s web pages are not geared towards the needs of distance learners or students based off campus.  Similarly online services are not primarily aimed at students that do not ever come onto campus. This state of affairs will need to be remedied, and indeed there are now a series of developments designed to help online access to student services by Foundation Degree students e.g. dedicated web pages, accessibility to basic services through the student portal, and raising awareness of associate staff to facilities available (including a continuation of customised WebCT training pioneered through and beyond this project).

DC3: Staff skills development and attitude to e-learning

It is clear that FE staff involved with teaching Foundation Degrees have higher relative teaching loads than HE staff, and do not have any flexibility in their schedules to attend training sessions unless they correspond to a specific set of staff development days. It is also true that most FE staff are very keen to attend training events, meetings, and development forums that allow them to contribute and learn new skills relating to HE courses. This has been determined through analysis of those staff that have attended WebCT training, from staff (general) induction events, and discussions at project team meetings.

First of all, these (associate) staff need to be aware of ongoing developments, and invitations to training. Such information is typically disseminated via email or via staff portal services, both of which require HE online accounts, which in turn require associate staff status. This is a Catch-22 position, which must be remedied by automating the application for associate staff status- not requiring input from the staff concerned. The critical service is the provision of an email account, which then allows communication/support for further areas. Passwords for these email accounts still require the user to contact the Helpdesk and provide authentication of identity (by showing their staff ID if they come in person).

Staff in most need of staff development (in relation to Foundation Deliveries) are the course managers, who have a series of responsibilities relating to student development and learning, often recruitment/marketing, student admissions/enrolment, and coordination of most processes with HEI. In discussions with course managers, it is apparent that they rarely consulted in relation to IT developments, allocated additional time to gain HE skills/requirements, and are unlikely to be familiar with key HE staff and processes relating to the learning support available for themselves and their students.

DC4: Students’ IT skills and access issues

UCW offers a growing selection of online services to students. The key issue for this report is that only a sub-section of these services are important to Foundation Degrees students, and they have particular support needs that are not typical of the campus-based student. Though training and inductions is important for Foundation Degree students, perhaps of greater significance is the relevance and timing of these services.

First of all, none of these services can be provided unless the associated IT accounts are available, which in turn require student registration details to be available in the student record system. The nature of Foundation Degree courses often makes it likely for students to register late. Also one-off visits to UCW for inductions often occur immediately before the course starts, and immediately after registration. Late starters or scenarios where students do not attend UCW induction/training events can cause great difficulties early in the course in relation to the effective use of e-learning resources. The likelihood of absence and/or lack of encouragement by course tutors to attend such events can be reinforced when no classes are run at UCW and there are preferences amongst the cohort to remain in the “comfortable” environment of the partner college. 

Students in the FE environment often like to be directed and supported, practically on a one-to-one basis by their tutor or course manager (a continuation of secondary school teaching/learning). The course managers involved with the project do however want to encourage students to be “independent learners” and access the wider range of facilities and support available at UCW. This position is hindered by the lack of effective support for these students and staff. Staff that have attended frequently at UCW meetings and are up to date with e-learning developments have been in a much stronger position to influence their students, and in these cases a positive student experience with using web-based services is typical.

DC5: Partner college staff access to facilities

This report examines the current state of play of associate staff processes (or lack of them!), including awareness of eligibility, application, access to facilities and support, and types of facilities being used. Associate staff are mentioned in a number of key college documents: Partnership Agreement, Partner Handbook, ILS Regulations and the Associate staff application form itself. All of these documents have been updated as a result of the project, though sustained improvements in accessibility to online systems require a change of ethos within the HE institution- to consider associate staff needs at the planning stages of new systems, rather than waiting for difficulties at the end of the process and then only being able to react in a limited fashion. There certainly needs to be a coordinating agency acting as a focus for associate staff requirements and problems. At present, different discrete service areas are either not aware of the impacts (or lack of impacts) of their services to partner institution staff, or if they are do not know how these issues relate to the wider context of the associate staff experience. The development of a partnership manager post, alongside the introduction of service level agreements, annexed to the Partnership Agreement would be an excellent way to improve and consolidate the awareness and accessibility of HE facilities to partner institutions.

5. JISC Case Study

Mature students and mature tutors – the problems and positives of embedding e-learning in a Foundation Degree

This case study was prepared both for this report and the project conference in June 2005. Both authors are involved with course development/management of the Learning Support Foundation Degree, and explain the technical and pedagogical approaches used within the courses, by means of WebCT.

Conclusions from the case study reinforce the recommendations and conclusions drawn from the development cycles, in that though some improvement in technical operations could be offered, the main challenges lie in increasing awareness and accessibility of services already being provided. Other issues raised include the need to revisit training throughout the course, not just at early inductions and workshops. Staff need time to address their own development needs before they can adequately support and advise their students.

The study particularly picked up the need for equity in support arrangements for Foundation Degree students to a standard provided to campus-based students. This issue impacts on both sets of institutions at a number of levels- but is central to improving the experience of both FD students and associate staff.

Outcomes

It is clear that existing mechanisms for gathering feedback relating to the delivery of Foundation Degrees are not able to easily identify or react to a number of areas of concern raised by students and associate staff based at UCW’s partner institutions.

As a result of information gathering by this project, it is now apparent that there is much room for further development of e-learning within Foundation Degrees (though substantial progress has been made since the start of the project) and that there are more fundamental issues to be addressed before an effective e-learning programme can be established. 

At a strategic level, this project has determined that UCW’s partnership agreements are not yet in a suitable state to encourage a sustainable and effective structure for supporting Fd courses (in relation to e-learning and online administration). Though the project has not met one of its original aims (July 2003)- to evaluate the effectiveness of online learning (as this was not happening to any measurable extent during the early stages of the project), it has certainly succeeded in establishing a number of reasons for this situation and made recommendations on how to remedy the current lack of coordinated and consistent support and communications between UCW and its partner institutions.

It is hoped that the outcomes from the project can be taken up by a new role identified at UCW- for the Director of sub-degree programmes and collaborative provision and that recommendations can be discussed by service and department heads in readiness for the forthcoming academic year.

Senior managers at the FE institutions and service/support staff at UCW will be alerted to the critical role that course managers have in supporting and delivering e-learning and their roles in critical processes such as registration and induction. It is clear though that allocating further time to these staff to represent their students’ interests in ICT-related developments is not straight forward, and there is a shared responsibility between UCW and its partner institutions to formalise processes to ensure the greater involvement of course managers and indeed foster greater cross-institutional communication generally.

In retrospect, it seems that the action research methodology chosen was not the most suitable approach for a project of this nature. Recommendations and proposals for change that were suggested by the project could not be quickly taken up due to restrictions inherent to the collegiate committee structure, and a lack of clarity and ownership regarding the issues at hand. This limited changes primarily to areas controlled by the ILS (where the project’s recommendations were consistent with developments already underway in online systems developments). The project acted as a catalyst to emphasise the needs of partner college students during the development phases of new projects. Having no technical staff included within the project team (with a formal commitment to project activities) made it difficult to quickly react to new problems as they were identified.

The profiles of partnership issues have certainly been raised during the course of this project. It is likely however that the majority of positive effects will become visible once the project has finished, once full dissemination of the project activities becomes possible (during the summer break).

It is anticipated that UCW will identify the shortcomings in associate staff processes, and the need to make online administrative and support systems more accessible to partner college staff. A major outcome of the project activities is a greater awareness of existing services in place (including areas identified for improvement) available to partner college staff and students. Though perhaps a trivial point, it has been demonstrated that without the project, the lack of focus and coordination of services pertinent to UCW’s partners would have resulted in a much slower rate of improvement/development of these services. The project has developed some interim resources available to Fd staff and students that are proving helpful to these users whilst the broader recommendations relating to embedded services, improved interoperability and more effective communication structures are awaited. These resources include the Fd web pages (see http://www2.worc.ac.uk/foundation/) and WebCT modules for the FDLS 1004 module and others (see main project web site).

Foundation Degree students will be fully included in future ILS surveys to students, to ensure the needs of a truly representative group of UCW students are sampled, in order that student experiences, priorities and needs can best to determined.

Conclusions

· Partnership agreements should be formulated by and publicised to a more representative group of users. They should provide a means of aligning institutional strategy (relating to widening participation and inclusivity) and mechanisms for implementation. A more prescriptive set of words (e.g. via a service/operational level agreement) would clarify the nature of partnership support arrangements

· The needs of Fd students may overlap UCW campus-based students, but they cannot be fulfilled by minor changes to existing support and communication structures developed for “regular” HE students. In the longer term, Heads of service departments (particularly learning support areas) must ensure that their services and support arrangements are fully publicised and accessible to Fd students. In the short term, dedicated arrangements need to be provided for these student groups. Students studying the same (UCW) Foundation Degree at different institutions may have substantially different perceptions of the quality and accessibility of UCW systems, due to the inconsistent nature of cross-institutional processes and priorities.

· Registration of associate staff (FE staff working on HE courses) needs to occur automatically following the commencement of their contracts These staff need to be fully supported (and funded) in order that become familiar with UCW systems, can attend relevant HE meetings. Critically, they also need to be totally familiar with student online facilities and support structures (in order to support and advise them at a local level). Course managers are arguably the most crucial person in this category- though to date have not been sufficiently recognised and supported

· A coordinator role is critical at UCW to be available to partner institutions, representing all UCW service and support functions, able to routinely attend FEI meetings at a cross-subject level. Such a role will allow for much better dissemination of developments relevant to the partner institutions, and also act as a focus for problems and queries identified by associate staff and Fd students.

· It is unlikely that partner institutions (FEIs) will adapt their administrative/online systems in place for their FE students for the benefit of their HE students unless i) the work is trivial or ii) there is a sufficient threshold of student numbers and funding available to make this worth while. UCW’s sub degree programme is typically represented by multiple partner institutions (18) each with only a small number of HE students. If this trend continues, it is unlikely that fundamental changes to cross-institutional communication and administrative systems will be considered a high priority.

· Funding decisions relating to the HE/FE split for Foundation Degrees, and the transfer of money with the FEI are very relevant to the enthusiasm or reluctance of both parties to further develop their relationship in ways that are explicitly beneficial to associate staff or the Fd students. Though clearly a complex area, it is perceived as highly significant to the majority of staff consulted by the project, and mutual benefits could be achieved by making the funding decisions more transparent and priority criteria associated with maximising the experience of the student.

· Cross institutional developments and projects can be highly complex, involving technical, organisational and cultural factors, all of which will be perceived differently by a range of different stakeholders. Successful outcomes require commitment from all institutions involved, particularly an understanding of and adherence to an appropriate project management methodology. This itself will require an institutional ethos that supports cross- departmental/functional working, continued commitment by all staff, and appreciation of where the project “sits” within current operational services and developments

· UCW’s online administrative systems are relatively new, with many of the facilities based on in-house programming and informal support arrangements. Making the systems more relevant and accessible to students based at partner institutions will happen, but could not be accelerated further as a result of this project.

· Online learning on Foundation Degrees was extremely limited, though has been considerably enhanced via the use of WebCT. Limitations to its use have not been primarily of a technical nature, but driven by human forces i.e. a lack of time available to ensure the academic and support staff at the partner colleges are confident in its use and aware of the benefits to their students. Similarly the students will not be keen to use an externally-sourced VLE if they have wider uncertainties about the value of utilising services provided by UCW. These can be fuelled by initial poor experience of registration, induction or support requests.

· UCW efforts should concentrate on associate staff needs, before potential benefits available to their students will be realised

Implications

There are implications associated with the conclusions and recommendations from this project both relating to the future development of online learning and administration, and also relating to the methodology employed during the project. Though UCW does not have a huge number of Foundation Degree students (hundreds rather than thousands, spread over multiple institutions), most of the issues will be pertinent to universities and colleges in similar stages of collaborative development.

Perhaps the main suggestion offered to the wider community relates to the very foundation needed for foundation degrees. Institutions need to consider realistic ways to ensure their strategic objectives for widening participation can be implemented. It is not necessarily the quality of academic delivery that is in question, but a common understanding about the support processes and structures (that have an equivalent impact on the students) needs to be developed. Institutions must determine how the experiences of their students can be monitored and swiftly acted upon. This in turn demands effective and clear communication channels between partner institutions. Service structures are required, not merely capable of reacting to the needs of associate staff and Fd students, but also actively driving these changes. Without agencies being in place to ensure the coordination of delivery and communication (whether supplied through an individual, or department), it is unlikely that academic partnerships based on one or two collaborative courses will be sustainable. Currently, the partnership manager role is a logical way of achieving the necessary alignment between institutional strategy and the chalk-face reality of student experience.

The quality assurance regulations are the binding factor between partner institutions involved with Foundation Degree provision. The perception of FEI tutors often is that these regulations are foisted upon them and are inappropriate as a means of assuring a good course. The perceptions of these (associate) staff relating to online services and support from the host institution are arguably more important than the reality (if they do not correspond) or the perceptions of their students, as they are best positioned to alter and sustain both of these latter views. It is important that quality assurance requirements (at validation events and beyond) can differentiate between the special needs of foundation degrees and modules/courses based at the host institution. Quality assurance discussions need to routinely consider the requirements for online facilities and support (appropriate to the course) bringing together the course managers and IT service managers. Only then can course managers be confident of the services their students will receive, and adequate preparation time be assigned to both the academic staff (for familiarisation of systems, preparation of materials etc) and the IT staff (for preparing accounts, liaising with Registry etc.).

There should be time allocated at both sets of institutions for regular (scheduled and emergency) meetings to discuss operational developments, difficulties and aspirations. Subject based meetings are generally academic in nature and do not allow issues to be teased out or considered outside of the subject context. This allows an inherent weakness to develop where trends are not picked up beyond the subject discipline and problems can continue for years without being noticed. Typically these relate to arrangements organised separately between partner institutions with little and inconsistent overlaps e.g. in relation to registration, marketing of courses, careers advice, access to online facilities and so forth. Without service level agreements or another method to “tie down” these cross-institutional provisions, the experience of students will depend on the effectiveness of communication between key individuals at each institution, who would be working to historic/evolving practices, rather than providing a service that is necessarily effective or still relevant. There is a great danger that institutions can drift into these de facto methods of working in peripheral areas of college activity, with key players assuming that changes will be implemented in the near future, but without the overall requirement (for inclusivity and equity of service to all) being effectively driven from the strategic level.

Recommendations

This report contains a number of sections with discrete proposals and recommendations. The purpose of this section is to rationalise the findings into a more accessible format, in one location.

To educational institutions (delivery of Foundation Degrees):

1. Ensure that a familiarity with partnership agreements is in place between institutions collaborating on Foundation Degrees, and in particular the nature of service level agreements (or equivalent) relating to provision and support of services to the students and staff (academic, support, and managerial) provided by the HEI

2. Utilise JISC templates or another formalised service agreement model (involving contribution from all key stakeholders) to modify the partnership document as appropriate. The document should clarify service provision by the HEI, to include critical administrative processes such as registration, provision of IT accounts and support, induction and communications. These stakeholders include

· HE coordinators or equivalent

· Course/programme managers

· Link tutors

· Service managers

If the partnership agreement does not (or will not) include these operational arrangements, there should at very least be an annex/appendix directing the reader to where this information resides

3. HEIs should consider how to best employ a focus for all service/support-based FEI issues (e.g. by employing a partnership manager). This role should keep all appropriate FE staff up to date with relevant developments, and be able to readily respond to queries. Administrative (HE) arrangements for FD students that are not subject-specific (e.g. student recruitment, enrolment, registration, induction and ICT provision/support) should be coordinated through this role.

4. Associate staff [FE staff delivering or directly supporting Foundation Degrees] are treated in an equitable way to staff based at the HEI. Priority should therefore be directed to clarifying eligibility for associate staff, and putting effective processes in place to provide online accounts and support for these staff. For academic staff, submission of CVs (as part of validation requirements) should trigger a process where their details are sent to the HE personnel database (which is a prerequisite for authorisation for the creation of IT/library accounts).

5. Course managers (and HE coordinators) need sufficient time and training to be aware and confident in using all HE services, whether relating to staff or to their students. When necessary, resource allocation should be adjusted to reflect the importance of course managers in this respect. During the early stages of Foundation Degrees, students will be particularly reliant on encouragement and knowledge from their tutors and course managers, regardless of the relevance and effectiveness of online facilities available to them. Course managers therefore need to be kept involved in any service/support developments that will affect them and/or their students. If priority for this cannot be agreed locally, then time/resource for HE activities must be built in at a strategic level.

6. Patterns of use of HE facilities by Foundation Degree students need to be closely monitored. If there are access and support issues identified, short-term considerations should include a dedicated online support role within the HEI learning technologies/ICT service that can quickly react to queries and problems. Such a role could be responsible for setting up dedicated Foundation Degree web pages, online services, and act as a focus for off-campus student issues etc.

7. A few academic partnerships, which involve hundreds or indeed thousands of FD students, suggest it is economically viable to improve communications and interoperability of administrative systems between the institutions. When HEIs have numerous partners but each only with a few HE students, economies of scale are not sufficient for the FEIs to invest time in adapting their HE procedures, or for the HEI to adjust/add procedures to deal with individual partner requirements.  Shared benefits are therefore likely to be realised only by standardising the nature of the service levels applied to each institution (see 2.)

To educational institutions (project and collaboration issues)

8. Partnership agreements need to include details relating to collaborations that are not (subject) specific to academic courses. The increase in institutional partnerships, particularly for shared project initiatives that link technical and support areas (rather than academic departments) will benefit from a clearer understanding of the nature of such partnerships, eligibility and access to each other’s facilities

9. Partner organisations should each have a representative member of a programme group that oversees all project activities between two or more of the organisations. Such a group should be chaired by a partnership manager (or equivalent) to act as a coordinating agent to inform all institutions of developments of generic interest (e.g. funding opportunities, project updates, training programmes, eligibility to on-line services, forum for questions, project management issues etc.)

10. Projects cannot succeed without full awareness and contributions from a variety of staff. Commitment from staff should not be assumed, but requested at the earliest opportunity. If staff are not formally contracted to a project, then requests to the appropriate line managers need to be made, with time estimates for their time provided, during the project planning stages. Voluntary commitment or “play it by ear” arrangements are inherently high risk.
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