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1. 

2. 

The organisation 

Stephenson College is a medium size further education college based in Coalville in North West 

Leicestershire. The college offers programmes in all 14 areas of learning. There were over 13,000 

learners enrolled in 2004/05. The college has been successful in developing off-site learning, 

operating in 35 outreach centres and on employers’ premises. Around 40% of the college provision is 

delivered away from the main college. Most of the full time 16-18 year old students are on level 2 

programmes, while enrolments for 19+ learners are mainly on level 2 and 3 programmes.  

In August 2005, the college re-located from its outdated buildings in the middle of Coalville to a new 

site on the Coalville ring road, which links the M1 to the east and the A2/M2 to the north. The cost of 

the redevelopment was £15.5m. The design of the new college is based on learning clusters, driven 

by the desire to offer easily accessible learning using the full range of learning resources, including 

individual and group access to online learning as well as text, audio and visual learning opportunities.  

Overview  

David Rathe, the Principal of the college, undertook doctorate research with the Open University on  

‘The perceptions of teachers on the development of online learning in a further education college’, 

using his own college as the subject of the research. As well as a personal interest in the research, 

the college was planning the construction of a new college on a new site, and David wanted to find 

out the teachers’ views about online learning to ensure that the online learning infrastructure in the 

new college reflected those views.  

The research revealed that a large majority of the teachers at Stephenson College believe that the 

benefits of online learning development strongly outweigh any negative effects it might have on 

learning, leading to a research conclusion that they strongly supported the development of online 

learning. Most teachers in fact said that they would want to develop online learning for themselves 

even if not pressurised to do so by management. The majority of teachers also believed that learning 

improves if classroom, computer, text-based, group and individual learning opportunities are 

gathered together in curriculum-focused centres.  

These important conclusions providing the impetus for the ‘learning cluster’ design of the new college 

as well as the development of an electronic document management system in the new college which 

has enabled to college to minimise its previous reliance on paper-based storage and distribution 

arrangements. 
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The research also identified barriers to the development of online learning in the college which 

needed to be addressed if its development was to be successful. The college was able to use the lead-

in time prior to the move to the new college to address many of these barriers. 

The following benefits of online learning were supported by the teachers: 

• Online learning enables learning to occur at a time, place and pace convenient to the learner 
(88%FT, 97% PT agree). 

• Online learning enables learning tasks to be repeated as often as required, until the student 
acquires the intended knowledge and understanding (86%FT, 94%PT agree).  

• Online learning will increase the availability of information that is interesting and relevant to 
student learning (84%FT, 83%PT agree).  

• When other students are learning independently with online learning, the teacher will be able 
to provide more personal support to those students who need it (82% FT, 75% PT agree). 

• Online learning improves learning, but only if used in addition to effective traditional learning 
methods. (80% FT, 88%PT agree). 

• Online learning, through e-mail and bulletin boards, will improve opportunities for students to 
communicate with each other and with lecturers (76% FT, 58% PT agree). 

• Online learning improves learning by increasing individual learning opportunities (66% FT, 
80PT agree). 

• Online learning encourages students to become more active learners, ‘seeking’ instead of 
‘receiving information (62% FT, 69% PT agree). 

• Online learning improves the learning process by enabling students to take more 
responsibility for their own learning (56% FT, 67% PT agree).  

The following ‘benefits’ were less well supported, as less than 50% of the FT and PT teachers agree 

with the ‘benefit’:  

• Online learning improves levels of student achievement (40% FT, 53% PT agree). 

• Online learning improves student motivation. (42% FT, 46% PT agree). 

• Online learning will be able to diagnose the individual learning needs of a student (30% FT, 
25% PT agree). 

The following were the levels of support by the FE teachers in the college studied for each of the 

potential detrimental effects of online learning: 

• An inexperienced or weak learner may be unable to take the responsibility for his/her own 
learning expected with online learning (80% FT, 80% PT agree). 

• The development of online learning will increase teachers’ workload (54% FT, 43% PT agree). 

• Online learning results in too much flexibility, which will disadvantage a novice or 
unsophisticated learner (52% FT, 42% PT agree). 

• With online learning, students will waste their time searching for inappropriate materials and 
activities (36% FT, 36% PT agree). 

• Online learning means that students will need more tutor support (34% FT, 36% PT agree). 

• Online learning restricts opportunities for individual students to adopt the learning style most 
appropriate for them (33% FT, 30% PT agree).  

• Online learning will result in students becoming isolated and unsupported (32% FT, 31% PT 
agree). 

• Students will not be able to cope with the increased information available through online 
learning (24% FT, 25% PT agree). 

• Effective teaching/learning will suffer, as online learning is only concerned with gathering 
information and not its effective use (18% FT, 31% PT agree).   

• With online learning the teachers’ contact with students will reduce (16% FT, 22% PT agree). 
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The following are the main barriers that the FE teachers believe are inhibiting the development of 

online learning in the college. In view of the number of comments about the lack of time for teachers 

to develop online learning from both the interviews and the questionnaire responses, this barrier has 

been placed first in the prioritised list of relevant barriers.  

• There is inadequate time for teachers to develop online learning. 

• Students need new skills to be able to convert information from online learning sources into 
relevant knowledge and understanding (70% FT, 80% PT agree). 

• Teachers will need to be the ‘gatekeeper’ for the students to ensure that the information they 
acquire online is relevant to their learning (78% FT and PT agree).  

• There is currently a lack of suitable software to support learning (68% FT, 69%PT agree). 

• Students expect teachers to personally provide them with the information they need to 
achieve their qualifications (62% FT, 67% PT agree). 

• Students currently cannot access a college computer whenever they need to (68% FT, 42% 
PT agree). 

• Learning would improve if classroom, computer, textbook, group and individual learning 
opportunities were gathered together in curriculum-focused centres (68% FT, 78% PT agree). 

• There is inadequate technical provision to support any development of online learning 
(57%FT, 44%PT agree). 

• The college network is not sufficiently reliable to support any development of online learning 
(44% FT, 31% PT agree).  

• Online learning requires students to be more active learners. Students will be uncomfortable 
with this (32%FT, 33% PT agree). 

• Teachers do not have the skills to confidently use online learning in curriculum delivery (32% 
FT, 30% PT agree). 

• Staff development should focus on helping teachers to use online learning to teach their own 
subject (94% FT, 86% PT agree). 

• Teachers do not know how to design, develop and use online learning (22% FT, 49% PT 
agree). 

• Teachers do not know how to help students to acquire the skills to enable them to convert 
information from online sources into relevant knowledge and understanding (26% FT, 17% PT 
agree). 

• Teachers have little or no experience in the practical application of online learning (22% FT, 
31% PT agree). 

• Teachers are unable to access and retrieve relevant subject-focused information through the 
Internet and college network (12% FT, 22% PT agree).   

• Teachers prefer to create their own learning materials, even if there are good quality learning 
materials available prepared by others (20% FT, 17% PT agree). 

• Students do not know how to access the Internet and college network (16% FT, 17% PT 
agree). 

• Teachers are unwilling to place their learning materials onto the college network (10% FT, 
17% PT agree).  

• Teachers will only use online learning if it enables them to teach in the same way (6% FT, 
11% PT agree). 
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3. Details 

Approach  

A literature review of what had previously been written or researched about the development of 

online learning in education was undertaken. A number of beneficial as well as detrimental effects on 

learning from the development of online learning were identified this way, as were barriers to its 

successful development.  

Scale 

Through questionnaires and individual and group interviews, the views of full- and part-time teaching 

staff were sought. The research began in 2000 and was finally completed in 2004. All 220 college 

teachers were sent questionnaires, with a response rate of 56% for full time teachers and 28% for 

part time teachers. As a result of the low return rate for part time teachers, the data was analysed 

showing the response rate of full and part time teachers separately.  

Impact 

The impact of the research has been significant. It significantly influenced the design of the new 

college, appropriately incorporating a learning infrastructure which took account of the views of its 

teachers on online learning. So far, the ‘learning clusters’ has been successful, with both teachers and 

students acknowledging the benefits of having a range of learning opportunities and resources flexibly 

available in a single centre, encouraging movement around the cluster to access the most appropriate 

resource for the learning outcome sought. The inclusion of the staff room in the cluster is also 

acknowledged as successful, enabling teachers to be constantly available to support student learning, 

as well as ensuring that behaviour and noise levels are within acceptable limits. 

The development of electronic storage systems prior to the move to the new college has significantly 

changed how paper resources are now managed in the college where, for example, teachers can now 

access ‘just in time’ printing, where printing is produced on only 24 hours notice, in the classroom if 

required, further reducing the need for storage space. As a result, there are no filing cabinets in staff 

rooms, and working spaces are shared.   

Costs and benefits 

Significant resources were utilised in the four-year run-up to the move to the new college in scanning 

the contents of filing cabinets and desks into the document management system.  However, 

significant savings resulted, in both moving and space costs. Most filing cabinets were emptied and 

sold, as tons of paper were either re-cycled or scanned into the electronic document management 

system. Moving costs were significantly reduced. Building costs were around £1100 per square metre. 

The cost of providing space for filing cabinets and a desk for every full time or fractional teacher 

would therefore have been significant.  

4. 

5. 

Lessons, caveats, and implications 

It appears that the right decision was made in organising curriculum delivery using the cluster 

concept. We will continue the theme in our phase 2 development now in hand, with the probability of 

clusters on two levels using mezzanine floors for our two large curriculum sections. 

Any college considering a new build or a major re-development of an existing college would benefit 

from a visit to Stephenson to see how it has developed a learning infrastructure and learning 

environment, which it believes, maximises learners’ access to traditional and online learning 

resources and opportunities.  

Contact details 

Dr David Rathe drathe@stephensoncoll.ac.uk 01530 836136 
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