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Question 1

How could (or does) research into e-learning pedagogy shape thinking in our discipline areas?


The most common reply to this question focused on the technology divide.

The pedagogic staff often have neither the time, nor the skill set / resources to be able to solve some of the technological issues that surround this problem. The technological staff on the other hand may hold the appropriate skill sets, but bridging this information to the pedagogic staff appears to be problematic. Issues such as contractual obligations, time allocation and appropriate training appear to form the basis for this disparity. 

Solutions were suggested in the form of contractual staff development obligation by institutions, thus creating an environment where the staff have to allocate time, and are institutionally supported in this objective.  

It was recognised that there is currently a disparity between the theory and the practice. Many research projects are very discipline specific or small case studies. The problem appears to be a cascading of this research into the general domain. A solution was offered to appoint a ‘departmental / institution information gatherer’ to collate and cascade information to interested colleagues. Again, time was noted as a major problem, the JISC X4L website www.X4L.org was identified as a good resource for best practice examples and research dissemination. It was further noted that sometimes formalised research, whilst interesting, does not directly contribute to the working processes of eLearning developers nor shape the resultant materials. 
Some groups discussed the term ‘research’ and concluded that there are a number of different key areas, the supporting technology is one, however there is much pedagogic research that is undertaken every time new learning materials are created as an implicit part of the development process. This also needs feeding back to the community for further appraisal and discussion. One solution was to create functional Communities of Practice to support isolated champions and islands of thought. The benefits being the sharing of experience, practice and bridging resources in a cost effective manner. 
Copyright issues where also identified, the main question being ‘what is the incentive for research?’ The ownership of developed materials is currently problematic to record and manage (and therefore informal sharing for peer discussion/criticism is more difficult to achieve). 
It was suggested that until IPR concerns are met, it will be difficult to identify appropriate research areas to ensure that subsequent research calls are focused in the direction that is most beneficial to practitioners rather than of interest to the researchers. 

This question was quite simply answered by one group as:

‘Yes, if its ‘effectiveness’ is demonstrated - through research.
No, at the moment it doesn’t.’

This highlights the current situation where the theorists and practitioners are seemingly somewhat removed from each other. 

Question 2

Is the future re-usable?


This question prompted a wide variety of responses, from broad discussions about ‘the future’ to focused attention to the specifics of content sharing. 

The main discussion themes were ‘Time’, ‘Sharing vs. Selling’ and ‘Skills’. 

As noted previously time constraints appear to be a significant barrier to effective development. There is little time to define and describe the learning materials at the granular levels required to allow for effective re-use. Others noted that through experience converting learning materials rather than pure material development has taken longer by up to 3 times, reducing the inherent perceived benefits of reuse
. 
With regard to ‘Sharing vs. Selling’ most groups identified this key area that offers both problems and solutions the question of ‘re-use’. On the one hand there is a theoretical ideal of the ‘digital library in the sky’ where content is free to use, and of good quality, on the other there is the question of job security and departmental / institutional funding. The copyright / IPR issues was also noted as problematic in the shared domain, and concerns were given about the protection and integrity of intellectual property rights. The sharing of practices and experiences was recognised as having a positive impact on the wider community, and as such Communities of Practice involving researchers, users, practitioners, technologists and champions were proposed to aid the re-use of strategies and technologies within the field. Further linked to this area it was noted that universities are in effect, in direct competition for students. This can act as a barrier to sharing best practice experiences as there is a fear that one might lose a competitive edge over a competitor.   

The final key issue was noted as ‘Skills’. A developer might not have the access to the correct technology to allow re-use of materials to be undertaken effectively. 

A barrier to reuse is often the deployment of resources within external IT infrastructures. This problem highlights the need for learning materials to be developed for interoperable use, rather than for specific platform deployment. This requires further skills, time and resources from the development process.   
Other discussion areas included:

· Contextual descriptions of materials to aid re-use 

· Using pedagogic design rather than using ‘off the shelf’ solutions to scaffold resources
· The suitability of some language learning activities to transference
· The lack of ‘prestige’ and ‘promotional benefit’ of out of house developed objects
· Changing the focus of re-use to a student led approach. 

Finally a key barrier was identified as the ‘not invented here’ syndrome. 

Question 3

How should or does e-learning impact on the student learning experience?

A key discussion area held by a number of groups looked at the importance of ICT experience and infrastructure as held by the student. A number of comments were made indicating that the student user of eLearning resources requires a certain level of technical experience and ability. This provides a comfort zone that users are happy to experiment and develop within. This also requires the students to approach the resources with a positive mindset to ensure they see the value of the blended learning environment. One of the challenges in this area is that students come from a huge Variety of experience pools. The technology must be simple enough for basic users to be able to operate, but flexible enough to engage with experienced users who have a differing set of criteria for adoption. With this comes the need for student users to ‘learn’ how to learn within the constraints of an eLearning platform. As this a relatively novel concept there is some work required to promote the individual learning skills required to fully benefit from a blended learning environment. 
It was established that the whole sphere of eLearning should be ‘sold’ to the student as a way of adding value to the learning experience, however as more institutions develop eLearning strategies this process will become ‘normalised’ as the students travel through the various educational levels. On a similar note it was considered the term ‘eLearning’ is slightly misleading as the process is more a enhancement of ‘typical’ learning, and should be marketed internally and externally as ‘learning’ rather than a new way of thinking (‘eLearning’).
Some groups discussed the important of an institutional eLearning strategy in a number of guises. This was identified as problematic when the eLearning directive is seen as a cost saving exercise rather than an enhancement at a senior management level. There is a significant cost saving to be had, but this can only come with standardisation of both content and deployment strategy. Another group considered the longer term ramifications of effective delivery of eLearning content. The question of job security when developing learning materials was raised, and countered by a sector based view that eLearning is intrinsically more valuable to the student in a blended mode.  
 The point was raised that the actual impact on students may be less than the practitioners consider, as the students do not see the start-to-finish education delivery or the longer standing institutional / sector based implications of a well deployed eLearning strategy. 
A final point was raised about assessment and recognition for participation. The view was held that on the one hand there is an inherent recognition within a compulsory eLearning module due the academic weight of the outcomes, however while eLearning is being developmentally deployed there is less incentive for early adoptors to engage in the eLearning process. The accurate and appropriate assessment of eLearning was discussed and some examples of good practice where highlighted. 
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� It was not noted what significant ‘barriers’/’development areas’ caused the production time to be significantly increased from the raw development time. 





