The Consultation

The consultation questions below relate to the report of the JISC ‘Study of Environments to Support e-Learning’. This report is available from: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/uploaded_documents/e-learning_survey_2005.pdf 

The questions include both general and specific questions. Respondents are requested to answer all of the general questions and any or all of the specific questions depending on their particular specialisms and interests. As a general guide a response of 4 -10 pages would be appreciated. 

General Questions

In responding to this group of questions please do so from the perspective of the professional organisation that you represent. These questions relate to how the Higher and Further Education community can best be consulted about these issues.

	G1. How useful is this survey to you and your organisation?

	Very useful (UCISA)

	G2. Would you like to see future similar surveys?

	Yes

	G3. Is the survey:

G3.1 Too long or too short?

	About right

	G3.2 How could it be improved?

	The whole report needs reworking in the light of which audience this is aimed at. Senior managers need an Executive summary of the main trend/key themes – they will not engage with the report as it stands. Making it more accessible by breaking it down into sections, top and tailing the sections, drawing out key themes etc. One could have the stats in an appendix or on the web, rather than in the report itself (see the UCISA report as one possible model).  Having some graphical representations of data could also make it more accessible to those with little time. Could include the students perspective, but not sure how. This is a lack in the current question set.



	G3.3 Are the questions appropriate?

	Generally yes, though none of the questions explore the student viewpoint. There has also been some debate about ‘bean-counting’ questions. Some thought they should be removed because people would make up answers. Or, to put a positive gloss on some responses, they would be aspirational rather than actual. There was also the danger of them being used for league-table purposes (though note, the responses are anonymous). This latter point has been raised with respect to the current HEFCE-sponsored benchmarking exercise. Others thought that such question should be retained because they *were* counting beans. And this is exactly the sort of question that HEFCE likes. So don't be so purist and recognise the political realities. Also, given that they were in the earlier survey(s), their retention would permit longitudinal comparison.

	G3.4 Who should complete the survey within an institution?

	Head of e-Learning, in consultation with IT Services or equivalent

	G3.5 What is the most useful aspect of the survey and why?

	Identify trends so we can prepare the IT infrastructure.

	G3.6 What is the least useful aspect of the survey and why?

	The lack of any interpretation of the numbers is a problem

	G4. Is the manner in which the data is presented helpful?

	No. Would prefer histograms and other graphical forms of presentation and results in date order i.e. 2003-2005 not 2005-2003

	G5. In a number of areas the survey reveals a significant gap between reality and aspiration – what should be done to address this situation?

	Provide funding for EVERYBODY to develop infrastructure, training and support. In addition, staff development in terms of pedagogical stuff and e-curriculum, disseminating good practice in embedding e-learning.

	G6. What, if anything, concerns you about the findings in the report?

	Findings – we would question whether there are any findings - this is simply a presentation of data, pointing up differences between one survey and the other – this is not findings, this is presenting data.  Also it does not reflect the student view.

The FE response and weighting has blurred the issues for HE, as shown in the UCISA report for section 4. The question of weighting the FE and HE responses directly is very odd. Is it just in the calculation of “total” or is it more widespread? We would prefer an exact response for HE and FE separately, and we can gain an overall picture ourselves. Averaging like this is meaningless – there are lots of examples of this in the consultation paper.

	G7. Are there any specific areas that should be included in future surveys?

	Pedagogical developments and development of staff and students of their soft skills in terms of what they are expected to do on-line. E.g. in discussion spaces.


Specific Questions

The survey has five sections:

1. e-Learning development

2. e-Learning environments – current and future developments

3. Future development of processes to support e-learning

4. Virtual Learning Environments

5. Portals

Sections 1 and 3 look at processes and environments in which e-learning takes place, including managed learning environments. There are potentially many useful links within and across institutions between online learning systems and other systems, such as learning resources and administration. These sections are intended to explore how an organisation, with its partners, addresses this broader picture.

Section 2, the MLE Matrix, is a tool for exploring functionality within an institutional learning environment for both now and in the future.

Section 4 is based on VLE survey work previously undertaken by UCISA and forms part of continuing longitudinal analysis by them. 

Section 5 on portal developments was included in the original survey following JISC development work in HE in this area.

Please comment on each question and provide any evidence, such as other survey work, that your organisation may have in support of your response.

	Section 1: E-learning development

	S1.1 There appears to be a move towards functional centralisation models within institutions, for example IT services, and pedagogic support. Is this a sign of development in the use of e-learning?

	We believe that the “centralisation” trend shows there is a widespread move towards the institutionalisation of e-learning i.e. something which everyone does (like email) and not just the group at the leading edge. This does not necessarily involve centralisation, but does mean taking a global approach. This inevitably means that there will be a high proportion of “beginners” with only a mild initial commitment to e-learning compared with the past where we had fewer people but keener. The institutionalisation trend probably lies at the heart of all responses in S1.1, S1.4, S3.1, S3.3, and S3.5.

	S1.2 In post 92 institutions is there a move towards a public/private ownership model?

	Not that we have noticed. We don’t know what this means or is trying to elicit.

	S1.3 The availability of funding appears to be most significant driver overall – would you agree with this statement in general?

	It is very significant, but not the most significant. Competition and markets and student expectation are all equally important and mean that institutions cannot afford not to do it.

	S1.4 More students appear to be being consulted about e-learning developments – is this true from your experience? What lessons are institutions learning from these student consultations?

	Yes. We have lots of examples. BCUC - Students want more available; Network access in halls and the quality of kit at partner institutions and placements is important; York – students indicate that they want more on-line feedback self assessment/self-study; Durham (paper given at ALT-C a few years ago) and backed up by Lancaster and Worcester – which is that students welcome it in moderation and it needs to be context specific/appropriate otherwise they feel they would have been as well doing an OU course if they had wanted to do all their learning/interacting with each other/academic staff online.

	S1.5 Some respondents indicated that they had plans for inter-institutional collaboration. Are institutions more willing to collaborate and have JISC and funding council initiatives had any bearing on this change?

	Does this mean repositories?  There is rhetoric of collaboration, but whether this translates into action is a moot point.

	Section 2:  E-learning environments – current and future developments

	S2. The following trends have been drawn from the responses. How would you rank these priority areas for now and in the future? What would you say are realistic timescales for achieving them across say 80% of the sector?

S- short, M – medium, L – long term
· Online enrolment continues to grow S
· Institutions aspire to have a single sign-on to access resources S
· Increasing move towards personalised access to resources S
· Continuing desire to make course descriptions available from a single entry point M
· Many HE institutions aspire to have module selection online S
· Overall trend to provide more integrated student access to library and learning resources with online support S
· HE institutions aspire to students updating personal administrative data online M
· Currently fee paying is predominately manual L
· It has become more usual for some systems to support a wide range of access needs and aspirations in this area remain modest M
· Staff access to course administration appears to be decreasing ? DON’T UNDERSTAND THIS
· Largely FE interest in student tracking with some increase in online data collection L NHS and retention strategies too
· Computer aided assessment is available but not integrated with other systems S
· Institutions are generally aiming to have assessment results updated automatically M
· The responses to staff access to institutional management information appear to indicate a decline in aspirations for full data access and more modest access to some information S
· PDP, e-portfolios and transcripts are increasingly significant areas of development for institutions S
· Many respondents aim to provide online updating and discussion facilities to support the curriculum development process M
· Currently nearly half of all respondents have viewable online schedules and have modest aspirations to move to online personal diaries M

	See the UCISA survey. Why is this section here? How could this be done in a sector wide way?  These are odd questions to ask.  If considered so important, why not have them in the survey?  Each sector (e.g. UCISA) could then analysis them. However if you really want a response possible rankings are indicated above.  

	Section 3: Future development of processes to support e-learning

	These are also odd questions to ask. If considered so important, why not have them in the survey?  Each sector (e.g. UCISA) could then analysis them. And, in fact, we have offered answers to many/most of them in the UCISA Report.
(available at http://www.ucisa.ac.uk/groups/tlig/vle/index_html)

	S3.1 Is the apparent increase in strategies to support e-learning a reflection of funding body requirements or something else?

	Students want e-learning, growth issues, competition

	S3.2 Is the implementation of a VLE in an institution managed differently from the implementation of e-learning?

	No involves technical & pedagogical issues and will depend on context and institutional culture will have a big influence.  Pre and post ’92 split here? And trends over time – addressed in UCISA report at http://www.ucisa.ac.uk/groups/tlig/vle/index_html

	S3.3 There is some reported increase in the number of institutions who use an e-learning strategy to support the development of processes for e-learning but there appears to be a much higher increase in those who use a teaching and learning strategy and/or a library/learning resources strategy. Does this reflect embedding of e-learning within institutional strategies, the change in the survey question or something else?

	Embedding. Increasingly QA is another driver for the embedding.  See conclusion number 8 in UCISA report + table 18 section 4 of UCISA report at http://www.ucisa.ac.uk/groups/tlig/vle/index_html

	S3.4 Strategies from professional bodies or agencies appear to be the most significant source of external information used to support institutional e-learning development. What comments do you have, particularly in relation to the reported use of national strategies?

	See section 4 of UCISA report at http://www.ucisa.ac.uk/groups/tlig/vle/index_html

	S3.5 In terms of barriers to development in support of e-learning, lack of time scored most highly and institutional culture was in the top six. How might the latter be addressed?

	Incentives and recognition for teaching innovation. RAE is problematic and sector-wide factor.

	Section 4: Virtual Learning Environments

	S4.1 In this section, are there any particularly noteworthy trends or changes for the FE sector?

	Not UCISA remit to answer this one.

	S4.2 In-house VLE and intranet developments appear to be one of the most common type of VLE in use. Does this indicate a desire within institutions for greater control and flexibility of VLEs compared with what is available from commercial vendors?

	Not in HE – see UCISA report. We really don’t think that “in house and intranet developments” are the most common type of VLE. Certainly in HE, the statistics show that Blackboard and WebCT between them command more than 80% of the market. We are puzzled by the figure of 38% (in red) + 17% [55%] in HE – what kind of in-house system are the respondents talking about? This is also an example of why averaging FE and HE is meaningless – it seems that HE is going for the commercial approach and FE is quite different – there is no point in averaging them. Even in FE now, the in-house and intranet developments are less prominent as Moodle sweeps over the FE sector.

	S4.3 Although there appears to be some increase in the number of staff and students using VLEs, usage is not widespread and the figures reported are quite low. However, the results also show that two thirds of modules of study being web supplemented which would seem to indicate that the ‘stuff your notes into your VLE’ model is prevalent and increasing. Does this apparent contradiction highlight that there is not a shared understanding of ’e-learning’?

	No. “the ‘Stuff your notes into your VLE’ model is prevalent and increasing” is a highly contentious, if not unfair remark! Admittedly, people do use their VLE to hold a large number of documents and files, but they are not just “notes” – there are case studies, substantial informative documents, texts, reports. In defence of documents, the whole of HE runs on the study and use of written documents, libraries are full of them, and they can support problem based learning and constructivist as well as information delivery models of learning. OK so the discussion and interactive tools are not used as much as they could be – but we are in an era of the beginnings of the institutionalisation of VLE use within a blended learning model – what would be the “correct” amount of online discussion in such a world?

The point was made that students also want this and this has other benefits for students with disabilities or for whom English is not their first language for example. This is also often where staff begin i.e. their first foray into using VLEs before they move onto more sophisticated use of VLEs.

	S4.4 The needs of off campus/distant learners have been shown to be different from blended learners. However, the low numbers in the survey responses indicate a lack of awareness in institutions for these groups. What comments do you have?

	Disagree. Work Based Learning and part-time students are very important. We thought that this conclusion is erroneous as it is more likely to be a feature/factor of who completed the survey – for them e.g. head of e-learning/IT or combined service, off campus/distance learners may form a small percentage of the student body that they are responsible for providing a service to.

	S4.5 The use of mobile technologies to connect to a VLE appears quite high in post ’92 institutions. What significance, if any, does this have?

	Need to embed the ‘e’ before we go for the ‘m’. We were not convinced that students actually want to use mobile technologies for learning.  

	Section 5: Portals

	S5. There appears to be a significant decrease in the involvement of library/learning resource centres in the development of an institutional portal. Why is this?

	Completely disagree. It could be that the department names have hidden their involvement, or it could depend on who completed the questionnaire.

	Are there any other comments you would like to make?

	The genesis of this survey is the 2001 UCISA survey. When UCISA were thinking of conducting a 2003 survey, JISC were planning a similar, though broader survey, so we joined forces. The 2005 survey follows a similar pattern to that for 2003. Section-4 of the 2003 and 2005 surveys is in effect, the 'UCISA' survey of 2001, with updates, to enable UCISA to continue our longitudinal analysis. We are not sure if Section-4 sits neatly within the overall survey or whether it looks like it has been welded on.

A fundamental difference between the JISC survey and the UCISA survey (apart from the range of sectors presented) is that the JISC survey consciously only presents the data. The UCISA survey attempts to provide some interpretation.


Please send responses by the 16th December 2005 to:

Rachel Pitman

JISC Executive

University of Bristol

2nd Floor, Beacon House

Queens Road

Bristol BS8 1QU

JISC Executive, September 2005


