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Question 5: Do you agree that we should feature curriculum design, development and pedagogy, and human resources in our e-learning strategy (Strand 3)?





Yes/No        Yes


Comment:


ALT welcomes the new HE Academy and supports the central role envisaged for it.  The key to success, not just for the Academy but also for the range of actions outlined, will be good coordination and networking and achieving buy in from the sector. This may take time.


What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 3?


Comment:


ALT is particularly keen to see better recognition for e-learning professionals and hopes to build on its JISC-funded project that is scoping this need.  It is important that HEI HR strategies also take note of this area and are cross-referenced appropriately with recognition given to the emerging accreditation schemes. Also of central importance is a focus on pedagogies.  Much e-learning to date has been held back by poorly developed pedagogies based on inappropriate models such as the classroom.


Have we missed anything in Strand 3?


Comment:


A problem that HEFCE should be addressing is the link between study hours and accreditation.  There is growing evidence that well designed e-learning can reduce learning time by at least 30%.  How should equivalence of degree standards be achieved when time taken to study a course is no longer a reliable yard-stick?
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Question 6: Do you agree that we should feature learning resources in our e-learning strategy (Strand 4)?





Yes/No        Yes


Comment:


The importance and value of content are often exaggerated. Effective e-learning is achieved by placing (usually free) content in the right context and providing the right support.  Similarly the widely promoted view of repositories of “learning objects” as having value is flawed. Most content is of little value in the sense that people are rarely prepared to pay real money for it. This must be taken on board by HEFCE and its agents.


 


By contrast, the DfES document correctly emphasises the importance of tools for teachers to use to create their own materials. The web is good at allowing people to find what they need without elaborate information structures erected to cocoon them. Where such structures have been built they are little used and fall into decay fairly rapidly.  This is recognised by the DfES.





There are however many issues relating to the effective development and sharing of learning resources that do need to be addressed.  In particular more attention needs to be focussed on learner needs and how both the nature of learning resources and their access to them can be of most benefit.


What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 4?


Comment:


ALT welcomes the JISC work on resource discovery and sees resource discovery as an important factor in supporting resource-based learning.  However, while there may be a case for further digitisation and collection for research and archival reasons, this should not be  undertaken under an e-learning banner unless there is strong evidence of immediate existing need, unless we want to repeat previous failures.


Have we missed anything in Strand 4?


Comment:


There remains a need to progress copyright and access issues with the goal of achieving a simple affordable mechanism for the use of some digitised resources to support e-learning.
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Question 7: Do you agree that we should feature collaboration, progression and student support in our e-learning strategy (Strand 5)?





Yes/No        Yes


Comment:


The current position in which just two MLE/VLE vendors dominate the market with proprietary monolithic systems is not in the long-term interest of HEIs.  ALT supports the JISC-encouraged move to component-based solutions but believes strongly that standards are the key to realising this approach. A healthy vendor market is essential for the future.





The emphasis placed on UKeU as the principal agent for taking forward a lot of the actions is misplaced as it maximises risk to the sector by concentrating a lot of public good activities into a single quasi-commercial enterprise. UKeU is developing an approach and a learning environment to deliver courses, principally via e-learning, to remote adult adult learners. This is not where the bulk of the sector’s activities lie.





ALT is concerned that there appears to have been some lack of accountability for the significant sums of public money that have been invested in UKeU.  The selection process for projects has in the past not been perceived to be open, and there has been little information on the success or otherwise of recruitment to courses. ALT would like to see the UKeU Learning Environment made available in some form to all UK HEIs for evaluation etc.





What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 5?


Comment:


E-learning also raises the issue of credit accumulation and transfer in the e-learning world. ALT believes that HEFCE should be looking at the issues of providing appropriate mechanisms that allow students to obtain qualifications from portfolios of e-courses drawn from multiple providers.





Have we missed anything in Strand 5?


Comment:


E-portfolios are a key element in placing the student at the centre of his or her education and need to be embraced by the strategy.  HEFCE should ensure that it connects with all those interested such as UCAS, QCA and BSI.
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Question 8: Do you agree that we should feature quality in our e-learning strategy (Strand 6)?





Yes/No      Yes


Comment:


This area is of crucial importance.  There are many more examples of poor quality e-learning in HE than good.  QAA should be according e-learning quality a higher priority and working with sector groups such as ALT to build insight and understanding.  ALT would welcome a best practice code template built on the experiences of e-learning practitioners.





The current metamorphosis of the QAA Distance Learning Guidelines into a Collaborative and Flexible and Distributed Learning Code of Practice (The C, F, and D words presumably qualify Code rather than describe a new QAA approach) is overdue. We are pleased to see the emerging emphasis that hopefully adequately covers e-learning. It should provide a good basis for HEIs to use when modifying their own procedures.





There is a lot of good practice that could be transferred in this area but many HEIs seem to be starting ab initio at revising their procedures, without recourse to the work of others. This seems wasteful. Again there are trans-sectoral lessons to be learnt.  





What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 6?


Comment:


This strand should impact on all the others.  Choice of learning environment, roles of participants, design and development processes, modes of assessment all need to be reviewed in the light of achieving quality.





Have we missed anything in Strand 6?


Comment:


There could be merit in an independent kitemarking scheme for courses delivered wholly or principally via e-learning as suggested by the DfES but there are a number of legal and insurance issues that need addressing before it can be put into practice.  
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Question 9: Do you agree that we should feature infrastructure and standards in our e-learning strategy (Strand 7)?





Yes/No        Yes


Comment:


ALT particularly commends the work of CETIS in monitoring e-learning standards and representing UK interests in the standards organisations.  It is vital that UK and other non-US views are fed into the standard-forming process if we are to avoid being driven by US-derived norms.





What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 7?


Comment:


The JISC interoperability programme is particularly significant. Whilst not all activities in UK HE will be large scale, it is essential that opportunities for significant number activities to be fully supported are available.  ALT welcomes the recognition that this is an area where HE needs to work in partnership with UKeU, UfI, NHSU and others with an interest in large-scale adult e-learning, as well as organisations dealing routinely with blended learning .





Have we missed anything in Strand 7?


Comment:


There is considerable interest in UK HE in the IMS Learning Design specification.  HEFCE, JISC and DfES could consider jointly funding a project to realise this educationally-driven approach as at present commercial interests have not embraced it.
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Question 1:  Do you agree that our e-learning strategy needs to address all the following three aspects: 





a.	·	the pervasiveness of the internet and changing student and employer expectations


b.	·	innovation and blending of approaches to learning and teaching


c.	·	wholly e-based learning.





Yes/No	Yes


Comment:	


The distinction made between e-learning used in support of campus-based courses and e-learning used as the sole (or principal) medium for delivery of courses is a helpful one as e-learning covers a very broad spectrum. However a further category of e-learning, that the strategy does not develop, is the use of technology to address modes of education that cannot viably be delivered by other means such as “just-in-time” education for busy professionals.























Question 2:  What is your analysis of the current state of e-learning in HE? 





Comment:


As the strategy document highlights, e-learning encompasses a very broad range of activities.  The growing adoption of commercial VLEs, by departments and HEIs, has perhaps masked the very limited progress made towards e-learning as a mechanism for the transformation of educational and HEIs’ business processes.  There is a basic,  understandable reluctance to contemplate applications of e-learning that cannot be incorporated into existing modes of working . A good example is provided by e-assessment, where the UK has a deserved reputation for conservatism and where the strength of the administrative function, especially in the pre 92 arena, acts as an inhibitor to adoption of best practice.





As with all applications of technology the maximum benefits can sometimes only be realised if new business processes and modes of operation are considered, albeit with caution.  E-learning offers HEIs the potential to extend their reach into new areas and obtain a significantly greater return from their academic capital but this is best done by controlled experiment in the first instance in order to minimise the possibility of loss of reputation. HEFCE and QAA should be open to experiments in this way and they should be part of the portfolio, through JISC or other channels. 





The Association for Learning Technology was formed in 1993 with the express intention of harnessing the energy and insight of learning technology practitioners towards the transformation of higher education.  Today ALT numbers the majority of HEIs among its institutional members as well as many FE colleges and nearly all the technology companies with a direct interest in e-learning.  Its annual conference has


been consistently the UK’s largest tertiary education e-learning event.  Almost all of the UK’s e-learning leaders and researchers are individual members of ALT and are responsible for the Association’s considerable output of publications, conferences, workshops and forums.  ALT could be instrumental to HEFCE in realising its e-learning strategy and is keen to play its part.





Question 3:  Do you agree that we should feature research, evaluation and review in our e-learning strategy (Strand 1)?





Yes/No	Yes


Comment:


The proposed actions are too narrow.  They need to include comparative studies, longitudinal studies and the use of benchmarks for conventional approaches against which e-learning can be evaluated.  Research activity needs to be strongly co-ordinated with research council programmes, particularly ESRC’s Teaching and Learning Research Programme. It also needs to be cross-referenced with HEFCE’s own research documentation – it is important to get it mentioned within the research framework documents as an area of especial importance to the sector.





There is also a need to rework the document in the light of the DfES strategy where there is a strong emphasis on research and especially reusability. The terminology needs to be aligned. It is important that the HE sector should not be seen as an irrelevance by the rest of the education sector and this means working on the document to ensure that it is consonant with other key strategies.





What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 1?


Comment:


The document is very weak on partnerships, especially cross-sectoral ones. “Partners” seems to be used as a synonym for HEFCE’s own “creatures”. Thus, whilst recognising the importance of building on existing and planned HEFCE initiatives (UKeU, HE Academy, etc) the scale of the need and the distribution of expertise in the sector and in the UK are such that a much broader set of actions than those listed will be required. There is little that is specific to HE in most e-learning practice.





 We thus see merit in complementing the recently established eLearning Research Centre (co-directed by ALT members) by a wider programme. At a level of resourcing of £1 million over three years, divided between three organisations, it is infeasible for it to fulfil the full expectations placed on it in the document. It is thus necessary that other centres of e-learning research excellence be supported.  ALT could play a role in supporting and bringing together the key players in UK HE and other sectors. 





It is important that the eLearning Research Centre concentrates on monitoring and on leading work recording the pedagogic, organisational, financial and other lessons learnt from UKeU, before they are lost to the sector. More generally, it is vital that a fully open evaluation of UKeU takes place, to ensure that lessons are learnt. ALT could play a role in this.


What research areas do you think we should focus on particularly?


Comment:


Important under-explored areas include: intercultural issues, social learning, alternative models for e-learning, e-assessment and student-directed learning. Action research, as advocated by the DfES, is important as is research into the impact on working patterns and behaviour of students and staff.





Question 4:  Do you agree that we should feature strategic management and funding for sustainability in our e-learning strategy (Strand 2)?





Yes/No	Yes


Comment:


ALT has been active in this area, in particular through Policy Board meetings for senior staff of its institutional members.  It is in a position to facilitate input to this important area.  ALT’s cross-sectoral membership can also assist here.


What priorities do you attach to the actions we describe under Strand 2?


Comment:


Paragraph 21 refers to possible changes to the main funding model but this is not picked up as an action.  HEFCE could significantly boost e-learning by recognising the significant up-front costs associated with it and by entering into risk-sharing arrangements with HEIs.  ALT recognises the value to the HE sector of much of the technical work at UKeU for adult remote e-learners and would like to see this work brought to fruition with respect to relevant HEIs.


Work in e-learning is inherently risky, especially so since the .com crash. A business case is thus needed but is not sufficient in putting together an activity: it is more important to diversify expenditure and have many opportunities for opting out as a risk amelioration strategy. A high profile failure can be very expensive as it tends to lead to lockin of thought and funding.





Have we missed anything in Strand 2?


Comment:


ALT would like to see more explicit recognition of the representative bodies such as ALT, as in many cases HEFCE will be able to maximise its impact by routing resources through bodies that represent the sector.














