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HEFCE STRATEGY 2003-2008

The Association for Learning Technology’s response

Introduction

1. The Association for Learning Technology (ALT) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the HEFCE 2003-2008 Strategy. 

2. ALT is the leading UK body bringing together practitioners, researchers, and policy makers in learning technology, within and beyond HE. There is a brief overview of ALT in the Annex. As a relatively specialised association we have restricted our response largely to three areas, namely:

· externally facing and cross-sectoral work [§§ 6 to 10];

· research into e-learning as a start-up interdisciplinary field [§§ 11 to 15];

· e-learning as a delivery mechanism [§§ 16 to 25].

3. We also make the following general comment on the Strategy, and on the specific questions posed in Paragraph 15 of the Strategy Document.

General

4. It is very surprising that the need and opportunity to encourage/change the composition and demography of the HE workforce does not appear in the strategy. Given that the end of 60s bulge of academics will be reaching (natural) retirement in the period covered by the strategy, there are opportunities for a major rework of the staffing structures so as better to meet the needs of stakeholders in HE. Some tasks can definitely be refocused by the proper use of communication technology and these opportunities should not be lost. This is a sectoral as well as an institutional matter.

Paragraph 15

5. Our response to the specific questions posed in Paragraph 15 are as follows.

· There are major omissions in cross-sectoral working, globalisation and shared infrastructure.

· There is a tendency to parochialism -for example more widely interpreted the encouragement to “build on areas of chosen strengths” and collaborate is clearly correct, but the interpretation in the strategy is solidly within English HE and a traditional framework. 

· There is a danger that unique opportunities for reshaping will be lost because the strategy is supply led.

· Risk and dependency analysis appears to have been done hastily. For example, there is no mention of pursuit of Research Funding undermining quality of  teaching, nor of the related possibility that institutions cannot  or will not change sufficiently rapidly to deliver what stakeholders ( such as the government, employers etc.) require in order that targets can be met (instead the onus is placed on learners to fit the offerings). Financial risks and dependencies are not sufficiently brought out.

Externally facing and cross-sectoral work

6. The Strategy is naturally aligned with the recent White Paper on HE. As such it has a tendency to be supply led. Para 6 p2 sets the tone by appearing to label the institutions, and especially their heads, as key stakeholders in HEFCE - certainly the ones most worthy of consultation. The strategy is closer to one that might have been written by UUK than its predecessors. There is relatively little about European activity (Bologna is covered but as a concern), and brief mentions of international activity and globalisation of aspects of learning and research. The international community is portrayed in the strategy as something with which to compete. We would suggest that is something of which to be part. The strategy is also weak on areas where cross sectoral collaboration is underway or needed. It is therefore a faithful reflection of a lot of institutional thinking in English HE. It is perhaps thus implied that inward looking thinking is a key strength on which HEFCE wish English HE to build. Conversely, there are few HEIs that could claim management of innovation as a strength. Thus the strategy will, appropriately interpreted, encourage lack of innovation.

7. The need for innovation and cross sectoral work is particularly important in relation to learning technology, which is a domain where skills are readily transferable between education sectors and between education and business, and where the different education sectors need to act in concert in their work with the IT industry if, for instance, appropriate educational influence is to be exerted over the commercial development of systems and platforms for e-learning. Currently emerging DfES policy pronouncements on e-learning correctly emphasise the need for cross-sectoral linkage. HEFCE should join up with that thinking. 

8. Technology provides a means to bridge many of the perceived disjunctions in the education system and thus help the HEFCE core activities. Technology, in some cases, has the ability to make an HEI part of the wider community rather than “increasingly responsive to its needs”. For example, appropriately used, it can ensure that learners moving into HE from other sectors, are properly supported at the key point at which they are most likely to drop out. It can ensure flexibility of provision, thereby widening access to HE at all levels, for example to those in work or with family commitments. It can put HE-oriented curriculum within the reach of gifted students in schools and FE colleges. Furthermore, learning technology can enable access to postgraduate study (see below) and can increase the bank of workers who are trained and able to participate as members of distributed, high quality, research teams. This is an essential capacity to build if we are to be part of the development of the UK economy over the coming years.

9. As stated above, there is considerable movement between education sectors in support of e-learning. The move towards a single quality enhancement agency for HE and only for HE, is thus a mixed blessing for the learning technology community, and possibly for others. For example, ALT believes that an accreditation system for learning technologists should be developed on a unified cross-sectoral basis: we therefore hope that the development of the QE Agency will not make this development more difficult to achieve. Clear guidance from HEFCE and a strategic mention from HEFCE of the benefits of a cross-sectoral accreditation scheme for learning technologists would help. LTSN in particular has been very unwilling to embrace cross-sectoral activity. 

10. ALT sees itself as one of the partners of paragraph 11 p23 that will work with HEFCE to ensure appropriate training and CPD. At a time when the number of people engaging in e-learning is growing rapidly, this is an essential area and one that has to be developed cross sectorally.

Research into e-learning as a start-up interdisciplinary field

11. The e-learning research community is in its infancy. The growing body of research into the deployment of technologies to facilitate learning is evidence that a new discipline is arising, described more fully in “ALT’s perspectives on learning technology” in the Annex below. The discipline is not a simple application of computer science to education or vice versa. A substantial body of practice-based research is now being supplemented by theoretical work. Researchers come from a variety of backgrounds: relationships with technologists and with educationalists are being established based on mutual trust and recognition. ALT believes that sound research remains essential for the development and deployment of effective educational systems and e-learning products, and that this must be fostered within the UK. Initiatives such as the recent workshop, organised jointly by EPSRC, DfES, ESRC and e-Science, are welcomed by ALT and should be supported within the strategy. Improved linkage with European and international initiatives is not given the prominence expected.

12. Learning technology research is interdisciplinary and, as with other such research, is increasingly conducted by distributed teams, sometimes of part time workers, supported by technology. Some countries such as Canada have identified this trend as key to future economic success and have strategies to support it. The emerging research plans in the strategy could be interpreted as having an undue emphasis on larger static units of research, necessary for success in older and perhaps declining disciplines. This is reinforced by funding methodologies that reward universities for staying and especially “concentrating” in declining disciplines where there is a plenteous supply of long established world class staff even if there are few students, rather than invest in new areas where there are many potential students and as yet relatively fewer excellent staff. In the past, research into some key areas of computing essentially left the universities in the UK. We are in danger of repeating this in other new areas. Whilst there will always be a lag between student demand and staff availability and interest, strategy should reward its minimisation rather than its maximisation as at the moment. Whilst the strategy acknowledges the start-up problem, no solution is really offered. Reward systems should encourage research in areas where activity is starting, growth is rapid, and economic and social rewards potentially high, and in which research excellence may be “buried” within, or spread between sectors, business, and institutions. The alternative of ensuring that we do excellent, world leading research at the forefront of knowledge, by a continuing concentration on declining areas of knowledge that are of sufficiently small interest that we have few competitors, needs actively to be discouraged. Currently the word “dynamic” in the main research aim is not supported by the strategy and should be deleted.

13. The “promising researchers” initiative, which was an exciting part of the letter of guidance in January, does not seem to have found its way into the strategy. ALT believes that this scheme should proceed and have an emphasis on junior research workers, new disciplines and possibly those who join up with other aspects of the agenda, for example by being part time or having had a career break. ALT believes that it may have a role to play in helping with this activity. 

14. This gives one example where there is a need to change the composition of the workforce. The research base needs to be broadened. It is interesting that no targets are set for postgraduate widening participation, although the teaching part talks of expansion. There is a considerable risk of insufficient trained indigenous postgraduates in key areas of economic activity and the solution does not lie entirely within the 21-24 recent graduate cohort. 

15. Whatever their affiliation and however funded, we need to expand the number of researchers in learning technology and e-learning specifically. There are few institutions where this could be interpreted as building on their strengths and a corollary of the strategy as put is therefore that it should not happen. This implies distribution of the research workforce - we need to identify and encourage the evolution of communities of practice and then encourage and support them appropriately, using technology.  

e-learning as a delivery mechanism
16. The learning and teaching section shows more awareness of current emerging worldwide trends such as the emergence of communities of learning and the need for continuing the development of effective assessment. The decision to make publicly available in a collected form understandable teaching quality information is one for which HEFCE should be congratulated. It shows forethought at a time when other professions, especially in healthcare, have resisted such trends with a resulting major drop in public confidence.

17. The use of e-learning to give flexibility to learners on campus, for distance delivery and in “blended” learning, is increasing steadily and rapidly. It provides opportunities for inter-institutional and international collaboration between learners, and between institutions in delivery. A wide spectrum of models, from the constrained, strongly controlled, high investment and very high overhead overseas marketing model (e.g. UK eUniversities Worldwide) to the “make it available as is on the web” model have all been deployed. Success comes from the less extreme models that are more focussed, soundly grounded in pedagogy, and have greater levels of appropriate student support.

18. A major decision facing an HEI in the near future is its attitude to the growing open source movement. Relationships in the IT and learning industries are undergoing radical overhaul and one would have expected HE to be at the forefront in the UK. This is not the case although there is expertise (this may relate to the research problems outlined above; it is another example of an interdisciplinary area; the case where computer science and law meet). HEFCE urgently needs, through JISC and directly, to work with DfES and LSC in taking this agenda forward.

19. The need to ensure that lessons of previous work (TLTP, CTI etc) are learnt in order to avoid waste of public money is in part covered through the involvement of research, but needs to be strengthened by guidance from HEFCE and JISC. Thus itis important that higher education be fully included in the evolving DfES strategy, thereby bringing the lessons of previous work to bear on currently funded initiatives.

20. HE staff should be properly trained to support e-learning. As the expenditure rise in this area along with numbers, it is vital to ensure that resources are properly planned and in place, rather than to replicate a staffing structure designed to deliver teaching as an adjunct to traditional research. Again the knowledge of structures and roles is cross-sectoral. Developing and deploying support for e-learners are skilled tasks with a very limited supply of effective practitioners, often in high demand in industry. Thus there is a problem of recruitment and retention that needs to be addressed through recognition and the evolution of roles. 

21. There is thus a growing need for properly prepared, learning technologists. We must not fall further behind our competitor countries here, specifically Australia, Canada, and the USA.  Penn State University’s recent work on workload management strategies for an online environment, in which there was some UK participation, from FE, rather than HE, deserves widespread dissemination. ALT works with similar bodies in other countries, especially English speaking ones, to ensure a steady exchange of information to the overall benefit of learners.   

22. We foresee a considerable expansion of blended learning delivery, especially at postgraduate level, over the next few years. This needs a level of planning that is not yet in place. 

23. It is clear that standards and specifications in this area will increasingly bite. To avoid waste of public money, HE purchasing needs to understand the issues better. Whilst many of these are international, knowledge of e-Gif is as yet minimal in HE and will have a major effect over time. It is therefore perhaps only slightly surprising that it is not mentioned in the strategy.

24. Management of IPR electronically will increase in importance. Lecturers have shared and reused each others work  for a long time, probably to the general good - making learning material electronic makes such activities detectable.

25. One aspect of collaboration that JISC has fostered is in procurement. Infrastructure e-learning products are expensive. We see a role for ALT working with JISC in this area.    

Annex

About ALT

ALT provides a focus for the expanding community of learning technology practitioners and researchers in further and higher education. At its heart are technical and academic staff who are seeking to support their students' learning through innovative uses of learning technology. ALT was formed 10 years ago, and is a registered charity. 

ALT’s Aims

· to promote good practice in the use of learning technologies in education and industry;

· to represent our membership in areas of policy; 

· to facilitate collaboration between practitioners and policy-makers.

Members

Currently we have as members:

· nearly 500 individuals;

· the majority of the UK’s higher education institutions;

· a significant number of further education colleges;

· a growing corporate membership including bodies such as Becta, DfES, LSC, HEFCE, JISC, and LSDA, as well as large and small software, hardware, telecommunications, and e-learning businesses. 

(Institutional and corporate members are listed on our website – http://www.alt.ac.uk/.)

Governance

ALT is governed by a Central Executive Committee, which is made up of the Chairs and Vice-chairs of our 4 operational committees. These cover, respectively:

· Events; 

· Membership;

· Publications;

· Research and Policy.

Activities

ALT’s work is supported by 3.5 FTE staff, 3 of whom are based in the ALT Office at Oxford Brookes University. 

We produce:

· a quarterly  Newsletter;

· the ALT Journal (an international peer-reviewed journal devoted to research and good practice in the use of learning technologies within tertiary education);

· a fortnightly members’ email digest;

· publications aimed at practitioners, sometimes produced in conjunction with other organisations. 

We organise:

· ALT-C, which is the UK’s main academic conference for learning technologists (which will take place in Sheffield this year under the joint auspices of the University of Sheffield and Sheffield Hallam University, 8-10 September – http://www.shef.ac.uk/alt/);

· occasional conferences on topics of interest to learning-technology practitioners, as well as occasional free events such as focus groups and regional meetings;

· visits and exchanges – for example ALT members took part in an exchange to visit colleges and universities in the Netherlands, 7-11 April 2003, with support from SURF Educatief (roughly the Dutch equivalent of JISC);

· regular workshops, for example on evaluation, peer-to-peer software, accessibility, and learning object design; an annual Policy Board meeting, which brings together senior representatives from member organisations, to consider current significant developments in the learning technology domain. The next Policy Board will be on 8 July 2003, and will feature Diana Laurillard (DfES), Keith Duckitt (LSC), Liz Beaty (HEFCE), and Brian Sutton (Ufi Ltd), as keynote contributors.

ALT’s perspectives on learning technology

ALT understands learning technology as the systematic application of a body of knowledge to the design, implementation and evaluation of learning resources. The body of knowledge – the fruit of research and practice – is based on principles of good learning theory, instructional design and change management but is grounded in a good understanding of the underlying technologies and their capabilities. Learning technology makes use of a broad range of communication, information, and related technologies to support learning and provide learning resources. ALT believes that learning technology adds value to both the efficiency and the effectiveness of the learning process, by offering:

· opportunities to improve and expand on the scope and outreach of the learning opportunities they can offer students; 

· ways to ensure equality of opportunity for all learners; 

· alternative ways of enabling learners from cultural and social minorities, learners with disabilities, and learners with language and other difficulties to meet learning outcomes and demonstrate that they have been achieved;

· quality control and quality enhancement mechanisms; 

· ubiquitous access opportunities for learners; 

· enhanced opportunities for collaboration which may increase the re-usability of learning objects and resources.

However, the value that learning technology can add to the learning process is influenced by a number of important factors, including the following.

· The immaturity and volatility of some learning technology mean that there is a lot of work involved in keeping up with available products, especially with a market that is shaking out. Accordingly, much effort is wasted through poor understanding of the technology and its application.

· There are a lot of products and services which are not especially suited to UK FE and HE pedagogic models.

· It is possible to make expensive errors when there is a misalignment between technology, pedagogy and institutional infrastructure or culture. These errors are often repeated in parallel between educational institutions. 

· Standards and specifications are evolving, hard to understand, easy to fall foul of, and tend to be embraced with zeal, without the cost and quality implications being properly understood.

· Much effort is also dissipated through a poor understanding of the theory and pedagogy that underpins the use of the technology.
· The absence of a widely established and practiced methodology by which rigorously to evaluate e-learning, and through which to develop the secure body of knowledge on which to build learning technology as a discipline.
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