[JISC user-owned technology demonstrator projects] 


	Project Name
	Isthmus – TALL, University of Oxford

	Project Website
	http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk

	Report compiled by
	Marion Manton and Deborah Goodbody

	Reporting period
	Mar-Sep 07

	Section One: Summary

	The Isthmus project has made significant progress exploring the technologies that students in the Department for Continuing Education use for work, study and pleasure and investigating how these might be integrated into the formal online course offerings of the Department.  

Desk-top research into the pedagogical and technological opportunities for the project helped define the research questions and feed into the design of the surveys.  The initial surveys elicited feedback from nearly 300 students and showed that there is a large variation in the ubiquity and sophistication of technology use across the various groups studied by the project.  A marked contrast is found between the highly aware users (early adopter) in our telecoms forum compared with the more traditional users in our short online courses, who are often unaware of the existence of these tools and require more guidance in their use.

The project is using these findings to guide plans for technical development. A strong message from the surveys and from day-to-day communication with our students is that they need to retain control over levels of privacy and general information management issues. In scoping the possible software developments for the project we have been keen to look for flexible solutions that we work well in ‘default’ mode but which can be utilised effectively be more advanced users. The two main areas of development relate to creating two-way feeds of information that the students can control between the VLE and the web and exploring methods of facilitating a perpetual community of students who can retain their work beyond the run of any single course.

	Section Two: Activities and Progress

	This report covers the main initiation phase of the project, and as such, the major work packages planned for the period are those involved in establishing the project, namely: project set-up; review existing research; question participants; specify pilot implementation; start pilot development.
Good progress has been made with these and some are complete, but we are not quite as far along as we intended to be at this stage of the project. The project started more slowly than we hoped delaying the initial surveys, which are now complete.  We surveyed almost 300 individuals for the project and have much valuable data already. The main area where we are currently behind on our original timetable is in interviewing students.  This is largely a function of having planned to do this over the summer, which in retrospect was not well considered. As the results of these interviews were to be a key input into the technical development we have been unable to complete the specified pilot implementation and start pilot development workpackages as planned. However, taking a pragmatic approach, we have not delayed all work on these in anticipation of the interview data.  The surveys provided much useful information that has allowed us to reach some firm conclusions about directions for development which we are currently pursuing.
The technical review has consisted of investigating the technological opportunities provided by web 2.0 toolsets.  In particular we have taken a critical look at a number of social networking sites including MySpace, Google services and Facebook. This brings up a number of tensions as we negotiate the balance between using a ‘free’ service with the potential friction of having the University brand alongside commercial advertising. 

We have also been updating our understanding of Moodle Development Guidelines as this is required if we want to apply for any updates to Moodle to be accepted into the main trunk of open-source development. Specifically, we have been looking at what is required to output Moodle forums in RSS form, including: incorporating public/private settings the creation of widgets using Netvibes universal widget building code.
Because of our survey data and the speed at which this field moves, we have realised that trying to carry out all of the technical development in the first stage of the project was not the most appropriate course of action. So, we have amended the workpackages so that although the majority of our pilot development will still be carried out as before, some reactive (or Agile) technical development can continue in the second year of the project in reaction to students’ evaluations and to the technical developments in the wider community. We hope that this will enable the project to be more effective in the longer term.
In addition, we have decided, based on our initial findings, that our first pilot test group should be from the highly aware, early adopter users of the telecoms forum. We anticipate that these users will be able to provide us with useful fast-turnaround evaluations, so that we may then be able to implement the full pilot in a more context-driven environment for our traditional users.
One additional task which has been undertaken which had not initially been specified in the workpackages was going through the University’s ethical clearance process.  This was because the project effectively counts as research with human subjects.  The project has now successfully passed this screening process.

	Section Three: Institutional & Project Partner Issues

	There have been no institutional issues during this phase of the project.  The project has no external partners.

	Section Four: Outputs and Deliverables

	The following documents are all available from the project wiki:

Research questions

Survey questions

Survey summaries

Technical review

	Section Five: Outcomes and Lessons Learned

	This project has parallel but related research interests, focusing on the user and the technology.  It has become clear that these research interests need to have clear aims and outcomes, with all parties agreeing on the eventual shape of the research, so that the two strands can come back together into one coherent project at a later stage without having diverged significantly.

In terms of findings from our undertakings thus far, perhaps the most significant early outcome of the project is the gap between the image of the digital native, fully web 2.0 enabled student, and the reality.  While this may be anticipated with our older than average catchment, the survey data actually presents a far more nuanced picture than this.   Much as adult learners generally need to see the reason for what they are learning to be fully engaged, it seems likely that their tool use is driven by a similar pragmatism.  They use tools that are obviously beneficial to them and don’t use those that are not. Thus the one tool used extremely highly across all groups was Wikipedia – a tool with extremely obvious utility.   It is likely that a key theme of the project will not just be developing technical solutions/opportunities for students to access their learning but creating mechanisms and guidance to demonstrate why they might want to study in this way.

	Section Six: Evaluation

	The evaluation element of the project has progressed as expected with the exception of the delay on the initial surveys and on the student interviews identified above. The literature review successfully identified both research questions for the project as a whole as well as contributing to the design of the questions for the student survey.
The technology review has also proved useful, although, because of its nature, it is likely to continue throughout the duration of the project as new technologies with relevance to the project aims continually appear. The key will be managing the balance between remaining aware of new and potentially useful technologies and ensuring that the inclusion of any of these technologies only occurs when they absolutely fit with the project’s aims and objectives.
The initial surveys of our three student groups  proved very informative. They confirmed our knowledge that our catchment is atypical in HE with the vast majority of respondents over 25 and significant numbers over 55. We also have a very high percentage of overseas students and non-native English speakers.  As expected we have a very wide range of responses in terms of the sophistication of technology use of our students. This also matches the 3 groups (members of the telecoms forum, CPD students on technology courses and students on online courses in traditional academic areas) in the ways we had anticipated. The interviews are due to take place in the autumn and will be used not only to elicit further information on tool use but also to test some of our early ideas on the future direction of Isthmus.

	Section Seven: Dissemination

	Dissemination is progressing as per the project plan, with the development of the project wiki and participation in JISC events. As we are at the start of the project there has been no significant additional dissemination thus far, but we anticipate preparing a dissemination plan for the next stage of the project in October. In particular this will look at publication of papers relating to the project as well as attendance at conferences for the remainder of the project.

	Section Eight: Issues and Challenges

	As identified in the evaluation section our main group of students are less aware of the technologies in which this project might operate than most undergraduates and as such we have to take a careful path between their stated wants with an imperfect understanding of the possibilities and want they might want if they fully understood the options. From experience, while this group may not currently be engaged with many of the tools we are exploring, if they judge that a tool is useful to them they will embrace it, given an appropriate level of guidance. We do have groups that are highly adept in their use of technology and so we will be using these users as ‘pathfinders’ to help us to identify useful tools before piloting them with our more cautious students.
A consistent issue in this project has always been the fast moving nature of this field which is changing all the time, allowing too many possibilities for scope creep.  TALL has long been a team focused on development as much as research and therefore have a strong tradition of managing these tensions.
Our challenge in the upcoming weeks will be to revise the project tasks in the light of the interviews and technical requirements resulting from them. We expect to break down the reviewed workpackages, in the near future which will give us a strong foundation on which to begin the pilot development cycle.

	Section Nine: Collaboration and Support

	It is clear that the projects in this particular strand are operating in very similar areas and as such there is likely to be much to be gained by staying aware of what is happening in the other projects. In particular we are already in touch with Ravensbourne about their project (RDFa and Microformats) as we are both working with Moodle, and may find that some of the technical solutions that each project develops may be useful for the other one.


	Section Ten: Financial Statement

	In terms of time spent on the project we are generally behind our initial projections.  This is a function of the delays in the workpackages identified above.  With significant work planned for the autumn it is anticipated that this will be recouped over the next few months leading up to the launch of the pilot implementation.


	Total Grant 
	£98,974 from JISC

(£147,728 total budget)
	Duration of project
	2 years

	Reporting Period
	March – August 2007


	Budget Headings
	Total budget allocated
	Expenditure this reporting period
	Total expenditure to date
	Further information

	Directly incurred staff
	£8,861
	£1,638
	£1,638
	

	Total Directly Incurred Staff (A)
	£8,861
	£1,638
	£1,638
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Non-staff
	
	
	
	

	Travel and subsistence
	£2,606
	£212
	£212
	

	Hardware, software, equipment
	£515
	£0
	£0
	

	Dissemination (inc. conference fees)
	£1,672
	£0
	£0
	

	Research assistant (non-staff)
	£3,754
	£801
	£801
	

	Consumables/Other
	£438
	£138
	£138
	

	Total Directly Incurred Non-Staff (B)
	£8,985
	£1,151
	£1,151
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Directly Incurred Total (A+B=C) (C)
	£17,846
	£2,789
	£2,789
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Directly Allocated
	
	
	
	

	Directly allocated staff (inc. estates)
	£70,770
	£11,062
	£11,062
	

	Directly Allocated Total (D)
	£70,770
	£11,062
	£11,062
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Indirect Costs (E)
	£58,812
	£9,200
	£9,200
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Total Project Cost (C+D+E)
	£147,428
	£23,051
	£23,051
	

	
	
	
	
	

	JISC Contribution
	£98,974
	£15,679
	£15,679
	

	Institutional Contribution
	£48,454
	£7,372
	£7,372
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