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Background

This short “bullet point paper” stems from Keith Duckitt’s attendance at ALT’s December 2002 Central Executive Committee meeting. Keith’s informative presentation put the formation of the JIG in context, summarising the range of National Learning Network (NLN) initiatives that are underway, and highlighting the main hurdles to overcome.

The three main purposes of this paper are to:

· ensure that members of the JIG are aware of ALT and its role;

· give the JIG ALT’s perspective on “learning technology”;

· summarise some key issues concerning the current investment by the government in the NLN, along with ALT’s “take” on what needs to be done about them.

1.  
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. We expect our expenditure in 2002/2003 to be just under £200k, with about 65% of our income deriving from membership fees and the remainder deriving from conferences and events.

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 sector-bodies such as Becta and JISC, as well as large and small software, hardware, telecommunications, and e-learning businesses. 

(Institutional and corporate members are listed on our website.)

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 (recent examples are listed in the Appendix). 

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 are taking 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 in July 2003, and will feature Diana Laurillard and Keith Duckitt, amongst others, as keynote speakers.
2.
ALT’s perspective 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.

3.
Issues for JIG

It is helpful to consider e-learning (or learning technology as defined above) within a framework that shows that implementation is dependent on all of three inter-related elements:

· infrastructure (I);
· content and services (C&S);
· human and institutional development (H&ID).






For this reason, ALT’s “issues for JIG” are categorised according to this framework in the table overleaf.

	Issue
	Category
	ALT’s “take”

	1. Getting the balance right between spending on infrastructure, on content and services, and on human and institutional development
	All
	· Historically, spending has been skewed towards I and away from C&S and H&ID, with the last tending to take a back seat, notwithstanding the excellent work of, for example, FERL and the JISC Regional Support Centres. Greater emphasis now needs to be put on H&ID. Secondly, the JIG needs to ensure that C&S money is spent on tools and applications (MLEs, portals, e.g.), as well as on content. Otherwise the necessary major changes in the “culture” of learning delivery will not happen.

	2. Ensuring that the large amount of planned spending on content is on products which are pedagogically sound, cost effective, standards- or specifications- conformant, and easily updated.
	C&S

H&ID
	· The JIG must satisfy itself that during procurements, vendors do not succeed in re-purposing existing content at inflated prices. 

· The breadth of curriculum requiring coverage is so wide that continuing to procure content at current rates per learner hour (£10k – £20k) is risky: nor are the educational benefits of media-rich content well-established, especially when the content is delivered over the web or from an intranet. 

· It is a fallacy that only rich or complex content can be engaging. Therefore the JIG should encourage the development of online learning content, less media-rich than is currently typical, and at consequently much lower costs per learner hour, with a view to securing wide curriculum coverage within the available resources. As a minimum, a procurement strand of this kind should be created, with monitoring and evaluation of the educational effectiveness of the resulting content as compared with higher cost content.

· The JIG should encourage the creation and/or drawing together and dissemination of standards to define, at best, “Very Good Pedagogy”, and failing that “Pretty Good Pedagogy”, which should be applied to content procurement, in addition to relevant technical interoperability specifications. 

· Work is needed rigorously to establish the business- or cost- or quality- justification for the application of particular interoperability standards within the NLN and other publicly funded procurements. 


	Issue
	Category
	ALT’s “take”

	3. Long-term benefits of the NLN spending (on content and services, and on infrastructure) will only be consolidated if there are people on the ground with the right skills.
	H&ID
	· A key priority is the development of a widely established and practiced methodology by which to evaluate e-learning deployment, and through which to develop the secure body of knowledge on which to base good decision-making. A significant, albeit small, proportion of spending should be focused on this. 

· The JIG should consider actively encouraging the professional development and the accreditation of learning technologists, ensuring that these two processes are properly resourced, possibly with some “kick-start” funding. This should take account of work which is currently taking place in the HE sector (to which ALT is contributing) to bring together a number of quality enhancement agency roles. 
· There is no a priori reason why activity in these two areas should particularly be restricted to either the HE or the FE/ACL sector, since the same or very similar issues apply across all phases of the education system. We favour a unified, cross-phase approach. 

· (Research and accreditation are both very close to ALT’s heart. In relation to research, ALT is in a position now to act as a research procurement and, if necessary, management agency. In relation to accreditation we will shortly be consulting individual and institutional members on the way in which the accreditation agenda is best taken forward.)

	4. Ensuring coordination.
	H&ID
	· There are a wide range of entities with interests and activities in the learning technology domain, for example FERL, LSDA, Becta (including NLN), JISC (including RSCs, and JISC’s FE- and ACL-facing projects and services), ALT, and NILTA, with different and sometimes overlapping remits, and variable degrees of funding security, and scale. This is inevitably confusing for institutions and for staff on the ground, as well as for vendors. JIG needs to think through how best to address this problem, which is not necessarily overcome in NLN’s case by JISC / NILTA / LSDA / UKERNA / Becta / LSC “joint branding”. 

· Perhaps the time has come to look at a major “simplifying reshaping” of the government sponsored agencies in the learning technology domain. If this happens, then some aspects of the JISC approach, with its emphasis on “services to the HE and FE communities”, and the considerable degree of transparency of decision-making which exists, are appropriate to achieve the relevant buy-in. 

· In the meantime, coordinating entities such as the JIG have an important ongoing role to play. 
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