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Executive Summary

Summary of project
The Isthmus project was funded by the JISC within the User Owned Technology strand to explore the potential of bridging the divide between institutional elearning provision and the wider web. The project did this by taking advantage of the proliferation of participatory and communication services on the web. It sought to identify what online services the students engaged with and equally what they chose to discount and found there was generally a low uptake of what could be described as web2.0 type services which related to learning, although there were significant ‘pockets’ of web2.0 activity which related more generally to students’ wider and social lives. Examples of this were personal blogs (6%), regular use of social networking sites (16%), and regular use of communication tools such as Skype or MSN (20%). Aggregation services such as RSS feeds were very rarely used. 
Four distinct pilots were run with the main piloting group which were deigned to explore the issues and possible opportunities raised by our user engagement activities:

1. Persistent Community: This consisted of the provision of an online space which students could join as their courses ended so that they didn’t lose contact with each other.

2. Further Communication: The provision of an AV and text chat option for students so that they could communicate informally during their course.

3. Persistent Identity: Not removing students from our system each term and allowing them post-course access to their previous course for reference purposes.
4. New Media Literacy: Demonstrating how new web services can be incorporated into an existing learning strategy.
The main piloting group was globally dispersed, adult distance learners (mean age of 45) on 10 week short courses in the humanities run by the University of Oxford via a Moodle VLE. The majority of these students hold degrees or higher qualifications and are experienced and motivated with established learning strategies. The courses themselves have cohorts of no more that 30 students each with its own online tutor. Overall these courses cater for around 700 students per term and provided a large piloting group.

Headline findings

These findings are general patterns of student behaviour that emerged during the project. They are not specific pieces of guidance or advice but are insights into students approaches and motivations. 
The Visitor–Resident Principle

Many students of all ages do not see the point of creating a ‘digital identity’ and are wary of the privacy implications. They visit the web and often use services in a sophisticated manner but choose not to become resident by leaving a digital identity behind when they log-off. This accounts for why many students do not engage with Web2.0 style services. Lack of engagement is not an age- or skill based distinction.

Institution as a Catalyst

Adult learners would benefit from being shown how new services such as YouTube, Delicious and Facebook can be adopted as part of their learning strategies and why they would benefit from them. Rather than trying to own and develop these services institutionally (a common temptation for individual HEIs), institutions need to introduce and guide the usage of these services. 

Tech Usage is Contextual 

Many of the students we piloted with had a ‘traditional’ approach to learning which did not include social communication. Despite the fact that a significant minority used social networking and communication services they often did not see these technologies as relevant to their learning strategies. 

Students, not Technology, are the Bridge 

Complex legal factors and the lack of use of aggregation techniques mean that it is not always practical to enmesh third party and institutional services. It is more cost effective to invite students to use external services rather than to feed content through them. Institutions need to keep up to date with the developing opportunities on the web but do not necessarily need to grapple with new services at a technical level.
Background

TALL, the Technology Assisted Lifelong Learning Unit at the Department for Continuing Education at Oxford University, was founded in 1996. Today, it offers over 40 online courses in a range of humanities subjects such as art, literature and philosophy. Each course has an online tutor and has no more than 30 students per cohort. Currently this range of courses attracts around 700 students per term from over 60 countries. The courses have no entry criteria but generally attract highly-educated adult learners; 41% of the students involved in our pilots were aged 55 and over and another 37% aged between 35 and 54. 
TALL was interested in the ‘User Owned Technology Demonstrators’ call because while we were satisfied that we had consolidated our course production and delivery processes and were confident we had a solid model, we were aware that there had been a significant shift in the ‘culture’ of the web. It appeared that there were a range of participatory, knowledge management and communication opportunities which were freely available on the web and which could theoretically be of value to our lifelong distance students as part of their learning. The funding gave us an opportunity to explore how our students felt about these technologies and whether they were using them in their non-institutionally based learning already. We were concerned that our institutional provision of technology might become out-of-step with the expectations of students who had a vast range of excellent services to engage with on the wider web. 
Within this approach an understanding of our students’ perceptions and use of technology relative to their learning aspirations was crucial. The project therefore focused on the strategic implementation of existing technologies rather than on creating new software. We were unique within the TeL strand in our engagement with adult learners who are considered to be less in step with shifts on the web than traditional undergraduates who might fall into the category of ‘Digital Natives’ (Prensky 2000). Nevertheless, we maintain that these adult learners raise issues and demonstrate patterns of behaviour which, while amplified, are similar to those faced by younger students. This focus on students approach to their learning using technology put the Isthmus project alongside activity in the Learner experience of e-learning phase 2 projects
, and indeed we worked closely with the Thema
 team at various stages of the project. .
Over the last fifteen years there has been a radical shift in which the emergence of the ‘domestic’ internet has overtaken technological advances from within educational institutions. Now, if students wish to engage with innovative online services, they are very likely to make use of generally and openly available services provided by large corporates. Rather than attempt to replicate these advances from within the institution, the project was looking to form a bridge, or Isthmus, between what was in danger of becoming two cultures: the ‘traditional’ institutional VLE and the dynamic participatory services to be found on the wider web. 
The significance of the project lies in the need for institutional elearning provision to keep in step with this shifting culture. 
Aims and Objectives

Our original objectives were to:

· Research the different ways in which user-owned technologies might be integrated with current institutional practices and identify which are most suitable for the envisaged prototype.
· Create a prototype solution to facilitate the integration of user-owned technologies with educational technology systems.
· Pilot a prototype solution and evaluate it.
· Provide guidance and transferable models to support other institutions contemplating the use of similar technologies.
· Allow learners a more personalised learning experience through the use of user-defined tools.
· Disseminate knowledge gained to inform concurrent and future JISC initiatives.
Given the exploratory nature of the project, these objectives were somewhat provisional, and were honed as the project progressed. However, we were clear that the main aim was to explore how to bridge the divide between the institutional provision of lifelong online distance learning and the wider web. We hoped that by linking to, or incorporating positive advancements on the web we would be able to improve the student experience. Specifically the areas of the student experience which we thought could be improved were: the level of access they had to their own work on our systems; the provision of informal/social spaces around the courses; and guidance on how they could take advantage of new services on the web in the service of their learning. We were careful to point out that this was not a simple process of implementing the latest technology/services and were clear that the exact nature of the project’s activities could not be defined until we had engaged with the users to discover what might be relevant for them. 
Our original plan was as follows:
To engage with two groups:

1. Students (lifelong distance learners (LDL)) on our 10 week tutored online courses in subjects such as literature, art, architecture and philosophy (we currently run around 30 courses per term with circa 700 students)

2. Professionals engaged in Continuing Professional Development (CPD) activities, focusing specifically on those around an advanced mobile technologies forum.
As the project developed it became clear that the CPD group was too ‘high tech’ to be usefully representative. In discussion with the JISC programme manager it was also decided that the use of ‘mobile’ technologies which would be of most interest to this group was well covered by other JISC projects and would probably fall outside of the scope of Isthmus especially as piloting with the other group had expanded.
Originally we had suspected that the technical implementation of technologies that would aid the bridging process would not be in the form of a single platform or even closely connected services. It seemed likely that the ‘Personal Learning Environment’ (PLE) technical principle of ‘many pieces loosely stitched together’ would be the most appropriate. However, a real issue in the widespread uptake of PLE-like solutions is the need for students to be self aware, flexible, confident users of technologies, as well as confident learners, who understand how these tools might relate to their learning. Our experience at TALL is that even adult learners who are capable of engaging in a subject at a very sophisticated level have relatively simple learning strategies which do not involve the dynamic coupling of multiple information sources other than on their notepad. 
Analysis of the initial survey data from the pilots indicated a number of distinct areas which looked likely to contribute to the bridging process for the LDL group. So the decision was taken to pilot in the four areas mentioned above. Initially one of the pilots was focusing on ‘mobile’ technologies but as mentioned previously this became less relevant to the Isthmus project and was swapped for the NML pilot. We felt that our adult learners would raise issues and point to opportunities with more clarity than a group of traditional undergraduates in which similar principles are at work but are often masked by a veneer of being ‘more-tech-savvy’. Assuming this was the case we hoped that our findings would make a useful contribution to the User Owned Technology strand in general even though the other projects in the strand were dealing with very different student groups.
Methodology

The Technology-Assisted Lifelong Learning Unit at the Department for Continuing Education at Oxford University consists of a team of 10. This includes software developers, a learning technologist, project managers and technical support staff. This combination of skills meant that we were well placed to explore the issues outlined previously since we had people who were able to understand the needs of the students, both pedagogically and technically. The two major players in the project were the Project Leader, David White, the Co-Manager of TALL and Marion Manton, the Learning Technologist. As the project progressed, Alison Le Cornu joined the team as Research Assistant; Alison took responsibility for data analysis and writing the reports on each of the pilots. 
Our piloting group were the students on the tutored short online distance courses which:

· are owned and marketed by our Public Programmes division

· are completed over a 10 week term

· have no academic entry requirements
· have no more than 30 students in any single cohort
· are mostly in the humanities
· are delivered to a global audience
· are delivered in a Moodle VLE on a social constructivism model focused on discussion forums

· have a CATS-point rating of 10 (100 study hours)

To ensure that the project’s activities were appropriate and communicated successfully we also brought the online short course manager for public programmes into the project team. When the decision was taken to run four small pilots rather than one large one, each pilot was primarily assigned to a different member of the team. This was done based on that team member’s experience i.e. Further Communication and Persistent Identity were overseen by technical developers because of their technical requirements while Persistent Community was overseen by the team’s social media expert and the New Media Literacy by our learning technologist. In an attempt to keep the reporting on the pilots consistent for the project team a template was developed in the project wiki which could be completed as the pilots moved through their rollout and evaluations stages.
 

Our first task was to meet and discuss what we thought the current ‘state-of-play’ of our courses was with regard to student expectations and possible technological improvements. Because all of the members of the project team also work on the administration, pedagogy and technical development of the courses we intended to use for the pilot this was simply a matter of drawing from our professional experience. This is methodologically one of the advantages the TALL team has compared with traditional research groups. On the other hand this did mean that team members had to be careful to see the bigger picture, beyond their day-to-day concerns or aspirations for the courses, as a result of this in the early stages of the project we worked closely with two external consultants, Richard Francis from the Department of Education and Liz Masterman who was leading the Thema project during this period.
The nature of our user engagement activities was discussed by the whole team with survey structures and interview questions being widely circulated to ensure that we were most likely to capture relevant data. The process of delivering an online course involves many stakeholders: administrators, learning technologists, technical developers, IT support officers, together with academic tutors and students. Each of these groups has their own perspective on the course process and as such our methodology had to include regular and wide consultation. To ensure that technical, administrative and pedagogical issues were balanced across the pilots regular project meetings were held which involved staff with a stake in each of these areas.
Our user engagement process surveyed circa 569 students across three main surveys launched in June and October 07, and November 08. From these respondents we selected 11 students who represented a cross section of the group to interview face-to-face or via phone in November 07.

The pilots were made available to between 700 and 2263 individual students depending on when they were launched. 

Across the project as a whole we had to be sensitive to the fact that the courses we were piloting with were owned by a different division to TALL and were an important part of this division’s income. 
Stages
The project developed in a series of stages, as follows.
Stage 1:

Informal assessment of previous projects:

· The SPIRE Web2.0 survey
 which gave an early overview of the uptake of Web2.0 type services across the web. 
· Ongoing evaluation reports across our courses which track suggestions for improvement etc
Stage 2:
The discussion of possible piloting areas, including:
· The feeding of course information to ‘dynamic homepages’ such as Pageflakes or the Google homepage system
· The feeding of blogs or forum posts out onto the web for use by students

· Engaging with an external social networking site

· Creating simple ‘downloadable’ versions of course forums etc at the end of a course

· The use of social bookmarking services

Stage 3:

Initial user engagement with the students on both humanities and continuing professional development courses:
· Online survey of both groups exploring their tech usage and importantly aspects of their learning ‘strategies’ 
· A series of phone and f2f interviews with 11 students who had responded to the survey and represented what appeared to be a healthy cross-section of student ‘types’.

Stage 4:
Piloting activities defined against initial user engagement data:
1. Persistent Community: This consisted of the provision of an online space which students could join as their courses ended so that they didn’t lose contact with each other.

2. Further Communication: The provision of an AV and text chat option for students so that they could communicate informally during their course.

3. Persistent Identity: Not removing students from our system each team and allowing them post-course access to their previous course for reference purposes.
4. New Media Literacy: Demonstrating how new web services can be incorporated into an existing learning strategy.
See Appendix A for details of the piloting activity
Stage 5:

Pilots were launched across a number of terms from autumn 2007 through to autumn 2008. The more technologically sensitive pilots were trialled with four short courses before being rolled out across the remaining thirty six courses. All of the students who had the opportunity to engage with the pilots were members of our online distance short courses owned by the public programmes division of the Department for Continuing Education.
Stage 6:

After each 10-week term, in which students would normally complete one course, each pilot was assessed and adjusted. Both Persistent Identity and Further Communication pilots were converted from a prototype state focused on just four courses to a full implementation across 40 courses over two terms.

The project iterated between stages 5 and 6 across four academic terms (different pilots were at different stages with the New Media Literacy pilot being released in term 3 of the piloting window).
Stage 7:

Repeat of initial survey with adjusted questions and the complemented by analysis of a range of data sources:
· Survey data
· Evaluation forms data (part of the standard course process but slightly adjusted to take account of the pilots)

· The initial interview transcripts
· Where appropriate observational data (e.g. for the Facebook group was used)

· Moodle logs (e.g. for Persistent Identity and Further Communication) were collected

· Statistics of other web use e.g. online support site pages were logged 

· Student enrolment data collected.

Implementation

Appendices A and B provide full descriptions and analyses firstly of the piloting process and secondly of the user engagment process. Please refer to these Appendices for specific details. For ease of comprehension, concise summaries are outlined below. 
User engagement 
It was important to us to understand the aspirations and motivations of our students rather than simply determine which technologies they used. Appendix B provides a description and analysis of our user engagement. It also includes an evlaution of our piloting activities. The major insight to emerge from this part of the project was that even though students who do engage with Web2.0-type services in their personal lives do not necessarily see this form of engagement on the web as relevant to their learning strategies. The activities which formed the core of the user engagement were a) surveys, and b) interviews. 
Surveys
We conducted five surveys between May 2007 and November 2008 using an online survey service (surveymonkey.com). Data was gathered from a total of 569 respondents. The development of the questions was done by mutual team agreement and was informed by our day-to-day expertise in developing and running elearning. The fact that we are a research and production group with responsibility for hundreds of online distance learning students kept the questions relevant and comprehensible. 

Interviews

We analysed the survey data to select fifteen potential interview candidates. These represented what we felt to be a cross section of the user community. 

We did not initially signal to the participants that we would be using the survey data for research purposes and that it might be published in some form in the future. This meant we had to re-run the first survey with the proper warnings and waiver text which slowed the project down and was generally very embarrassing. It was surprisingly easy to make this mistake in the rush to get the project underway.
The online nature of the survey is likely to have attracted those students who are more likely to engage with new forms of online service, possibly leading therefore to a skewed set of results. However, given that all the respondents were participating in online distance courses, the risk of skewed results via an online survey was relatviely mitigated, and the format of a ‘survey’ is not new even if the online delivery method is. Bearing in mind our audience there was no other practical option.

Piloting Activities

Analysing our survey data made it clear that some of our very early ideas for piloting were not valid. Notably our initial ideas about using aggregation services to draw together knowledge were clearly not feasible as there was very little understanding of this technique amongst our students who used paper for any aggregation rather than the web.
The following pilots were designed to take advantage of aspects of students activity which we felt could be amplified for our courses. In a similar way to the User Engagement section above, the information provided here is a brief summary; a fuller, more in-depth version can be found in Appendix A. 
Persistent Community Pilot

This consisted of the provision of an online space which students could join as their courses ended so that they didn’t lose contact with each other.
Pre-pilot considerations

· It was important to use a service external to the University to avoid legal and maintenance issues.
· Facebook was chosen as the ‘service provider’ because the social networking aspect was strong even though its forums format was weak. (However, much debate took place within the team as to exactly how to set the FB group up.
 It was one of the most divisive issues ever to be talked about at TALL.)
· The legal situation had to be checked with JISC legal and Oxford legal departments; the discussion was based on a Web2.0 report from Edinburgh University. We had to avoid the service becoming a ‘data processor’ for the university. Overall it was agreed that as long as it was clear the university was not ‘running’ the group (it could not be ‘branded’ with any Oxford logos, for example) then the risks involved were at a similar level to those we currently had delivering elearning in general.

Pilot outworking
· There was not much forum activity but a predictable pattern of posting in that posting peaked immediately after the end of term and a couple of weeks before a new round of courses. During the courses there was significantly less activity. 
· There were no technical support issues and the students who chose to join (around 15% of the total invited) seemed to cope with fb.

· There was a clear understanding of the role of the group by students as evidenced by the fact that none of the students contacted TALL for technical support relating to the Facebook group.

· During the pilot the administration of the group was handed from a university staff member over to a student (volunteer) who is now actively encouraging engagement. The fb group is ongoing and now has 336 members 

· The group spawned other informal post-course groups. The group has therefore become a low activity ‘hub’ outside of the formal courses.

Challenges and realisations
· The group was too large and too cross-subject to encourage in depth discussion.
· It was not possible to assess how much interpersonal activity taking place behind the scenes. i.e. Social networking can be relatively private in terms of messaging and sharing.

Provisional findings
· There was a clear divide between those who were happy to join the fb group and those who weren’t. This became the basis for the ‘Visitors – Residents’ headline (see the Highlights report on the Isthmus website).

· The need for an ‘arms length’ approach between the institution and the online service became the basis of the ‘Institutions as a Catalyst’ headline.
Further Communication Pilot
The provision of an AV and text chat option for students so that they could communicate informally during their course.

Pre-pilot considerations

· The assessment of ‘lightweight’ free tools on the web for video/audio/text chat raised ethical issues. The best match we found in terms of functionality contained pornographic material because it was so open to the web. The particular tool in question used the Adobe Flash plug-in and so did not require the installation of additional ‘desktop-software’. This made it a good choice for to use with our students. The process involved creating a ‘meeting room’ in the software which generated a URL which the user could send to other participants. Upon following the link they would then appear in the ‘meeting room’ either via video and audio or via text. The problem in this case was that the meeting rooms remained open to anyone on the web and upon revisiting a room after leaving it for a week we discovered that somebody (or an automated spam system) had uploaded pornographic videos into the room. 
· A prototype tool which could be implemented in Moodle was therefore chosen, despite the fact that this partially went against the principle of the project.

· It was not clear what ‘level’ AV chat should be at: Across all the courses as the ‘top’ of the Moodle, at discipline level (an AV chat area for the 8 philosophy courses for example) or within each course. We chose the latter as we suspected from the surveys and FB group activity that students mainly wanted to talk ‘within’ a course group.

· It was important not to break the underlying pedagogy of the courses as they stand by providing a parallel channel for subject based communication which had the potential to penalise students without the technology or skills to engage, or those in timezones which made synchronous communication problematic (note our courses really are global)

Pilot outworking
· We started with a small pilot on 4 courses: a very light touch, with almost no take-up. 
· Rolled-out to all courses with a disappointingly low take-up (technological problems probably played a significant role in this)
Challenges and realisations
· The technology proved unstable. For further detail please see Appendix A.
· We realised that we would have to ‘catalyse’ the use of this technology by encouraging tutors to use it. 4 tutors agreed to participate and genuinely saw the potential benefit but the immaturity of the technology let them down.
· Large administrative overhead in adjusting course inductions etc to mention the tool

· Might be better to have an open ‘chat channel’ on each course/discipline as this allows lurking and gives a sense of ambient presence that the ‘private’ one-to-one style paradigm of the AV chat. A chat channel allows students to get a sense of a conversation before risking social engagement. This is a crucial form of functionality when trying to encourage informal or social communication/activity.
Provisional findings
· As with the Persistent Community pilot, the realisation that the institution needed to ‘catalyse’ the use of the technology by tutors encouraging students to use it led to our developing understanding of the ‘Institution as Catalyst’ (please see Headlines report)
Persistent Identity Pilot
Not removing students from our system each term and allowing them post-course access to their previous course for reference purposes.
Pre-pilot considerations

· The pilot explored how access to course materials could be provided after the course ends (including forums etc) so the principal focus was on Moodle.
· We explored the idea (with the Web2.0 IPR group) of feeding discussion forums (where much of the intellectual value lies in the courses) and blog posts out onto the web for students to refer to ‘live’ but found that the IPR resides with the students so all would have to sign this right away for a full forum thread to be able to ‘go live’

· We were also concerned that even if the rights issue was solved that students would be less willing to contribute to a course if the potential audience for their work was undefined (i.e. it could go out onto the web)

· ‘Freezing’ the course and only allowing students who took the course in question to return avoids IPR and potential participation issues. However, we suspect that the students copy and paste much of the course into documents which is probably not legal.
Pilot outworking
· Despite trying, we failed to keep this as a ‘pilot’ in institutional terms as it tied into technical infrastructure and admin processes. This caused some tensions.

· To manage the implications we moved to a whole new system of student management which had knock-on administrative effects which in turn became an unofficial discussion about budgets and charging. This was a real problem as piloted innovation had suddenly become a ‘strategic decision’ with business implications. 
Challenges and realisations
· There was one major technical headache in that students would attempt to log in to the Moodle which contained their course, rather than via the portal Moodle which had been set up as a gateway. This caused a huge amount of technical support enquiries. However, these problems are now solved.

· It was/is difficult to judge how long to keep old courses live for in this manner. We currently plan to do this for two years but may find that re-visits stop after a few months. (i.e. how long is material valuable to a student in this form?) Most students seem happy with 1 year from our survey.
Provisional findings
· The initial mini pilot with 4 courses showed that around 30% of users revisited their course soon after it had ended. The larger pilots involving all the courses indicated that the 30% rule seemed consistent.
New Media Literacy
Demonstrating how new web services can be incorporated into an existing learning strategy.
Pre-pilot considerations

· We swapped a pilot looking at mobile technologies for this one as our data indicated it was far more relevant. This decision delayed the start of the NML pilot.
· Tutors and other institutional stakeholders were asked which technologies they felt were the most useful in managing learning.

Pilot outworking
· Some services (such as Delicious) were ‘seeded’ with course-related content as examples. 

· The NML pilot was built as a ‘learning support’ site which sits alongside out newly rationalised ‘technical support’ site. This sends out a healthy message that these are related but different areas.

· The learning support site was visited by 56% of our students and alongside other measures has contributed to a significant drop in support calls/emails from students.

· The site will be reviewed and updated each term.
· This is a simple, low tech measure that should work for all e-learning providers and is a low cost way of bridging the divide that Isthmus was exploring.
Challenges and realisations
· We needed to think about whether it would be most appropriate to use existing resources on the web in this area, or to write original material specifically in the context of our courses. Ultimately we compromised, and where appropriate, used media provided by the service in question or others (e.g. Common craft
 clips) but contextualised to our own specific needs.
Provisional findings
· This pilot was launched relatively late in the project cycle because the need for it arose out of the earlier project activity. However, basic statistics show that the site has been regularly visited and anecdotal feedback indicates the students who used it are enthusiastic about its use and relevance to them. 
Wider stakeholder engagement
It was important to us to understand what our stakeholders’ aspirations and motivations were, whether this be the public programmes division of our department and beyond the students themselves. Whilst we did collect significant amounts of quantitative data, where possible we asked stakeholders how and why they used technology rather than simply what they used. In addition to the students, the main stakeholders we consulted were: 
· The whole of the TALL team, even those not involved in Isthmus. This project seemed to affect everyone who had anything to do with the e-learning provision from TALL because the pilots 
· The online courses manager
· The Public programmes division managers

· The tutors 

Initially we consistently failed in our communication with our stakeholders, especially those with a financial interest in the success of the courses we piloted on. Each term we ran or re-ran a pilot we had to inform more people, better and in more detail what we were doing. This came as a real surprise to us, as individuals who we hadn’t taken account of suddenly had very strong opinions. In some ways this problem is an effect of innovating on ‘live’ courses and is a indication of the impact (good and bad) the project had within our department. Nevertheless, we should have handled this better. By the end of the project we were emailing a much wider subset of the department than we could have imagined being interested, with succinct overviews of our activities and the additional activities (updating induction materials, informing tutors etc) that we were undertaking to account for the original activities. 
Outputs and Results

Pilot-related outputs
We originally suggested that one possible solution would be to implement a unified system, but, as mentioned, our initial data indicated that a series of small pilots would be more useful/effective than an overall integrated approach. Below is a description of where the piloting activity has led us and what our next steps will be.

The Persistent Community pilot will continue to run for the foreseeable future in the form of the Facebook group. The student administrator is happy to keep that role and we envisage the group growing by around 70-100 students each term. In effect, we do now have a persistent community of students which exists outside of the courses and ‘bridges’—extends—our activities out onto the web. The apparent impact of the group on the overall student experience is quite low but as it involved very little input from our staff there it is easy to continue the group for the students that engage with it. The overall benefits seem to be that student’s can ‘finish off’ course related discussions after a course and discuss course options with fellow students. 
The Further Communication Pilot has been the least successful of the pilots as the technology is unstable and its functionality is not a close fit to our needs. The biggest challenge is that once a user starts a chat in text or AV they need to re-start it to invite others to join. We will continue to encourage tutors to take a lead on the use of the AV chat but ultimately it is not possible to build the use of a synchronous tool into our courses as a regular mandatory element because our students log-in from a wide range of time-zones. There seems to be a lack of enthusiasm for socialising around the courses for our adult learners as they don’t generally see this type of activity as being relevant to their learning strategies. The use of synchronous communication tools by a number of our students originally led us to assume that this style of technology could easily be embedded in the courses. In reality, while, and possibly even because, most of our students have existing networks of friends and family, they do not look to education as an opportunity to socialise in the same manner as a traditional undergraduate might. Their use of this type of technology was mainly reserved for maintaining existing relationships rather than for talking to strangers with similar interests.

Taking the lowest-risk route the AV chat was integrated at a course level which seriously reduced the chances of students being online at the same time (we have circa 25 students per course). From our data it would appear that if students do choose to chat to each other they would prefer to do it with people from their courses discipline which ruled out our plans to place an overall ‘common room’ style AV chat that everyone could use (circa 650 students). Our students are most comfortable with the discipline as a frame or reference for their communication i.e. we could experiment with an AV chat that goes across all 10 of our philosophy courses. 
Another possibility is to experiment with a text chat channel in which comments simply flow within a small block on the screen. Rather than the Skype-like phone-call/online meeting principle the chat channel would always be visible allowing students to contribute to the flow of a conversation or to simply lurk. The challenge here again is that it requires a very large body of students to ensure that a conversation is sustained. This would require us having a channel which was available to all so the unknown range of the potential contributors (students don’t get much of a sense of what the other courses are) is likely to discourage students to talk. For a valuable (in social or learning terms) conversation to flow requires the following:
· A desire to communicate (probably not central to our adult learners’ approach)

· A large pool of potential contributors (even 650 might not be enough)

· A shared context or experience (it would seem that for our students this is very narrow and simply doing a short course a with us is not enough of a shared context)
· The ability to lurk (it is useful to tune into a conversation before joining it; the text chat channel is better for this than the Skype style paradigm of what we used)

Overall we don’t see a clear future for this pilot in our ongoing course provision.
The Persistent Identity pilot is now embedded in our course delivery systems. We are encouraged that a significant proportion of students return to the frozen version of their course after it has ended and even those who don’t value the ability to be able to highly. We hope that in the future this method of managing the students and the courses will give use more flexibility to link our provision to the wider web. We think that the principle of keeping access open to course materials is important for the lifelong learner, especially as e-learning courses become more constructivist and, for example, the value becomes increasingly situated in forum threads and blog posts.
The New Media Literacy pilot resulted in our learning support site which is available on the web and under a creative commons licence. This is an example of the role the institution can play in encouraging students to take advantage of new services on the web that they could use for their learning management. It is now as important to provide this kind of learning-focused support as it is to provide technical support. The new JISC work in this area through the LLIDA project
 clearly recognises this. 
Pilot-related insights and challenges
As the pilots progressed we became aware of a range of other issues, challenges and research-related realisations that, while not appropriate to list as ‘outputs’ or ‘results’ in concrete terms, nonetheless affected our practice and have a place in this report in their ability to inform others considering following on from our pilots. 
The aggregation misnomer

When the User-Owned Technology strand started there was a feeling that students could benefit from using the aggregation services that were emerging such as blog feed readers. Our data and experience would indicate that for lifelong adult learners this is not appropriate and would require a significant shift in their learning approach. There is a question as to how far this applies for younger learners, which our project was not in a position to explore. 

The ‘digital identity’ misnomer

The majority of our students are ‘visitors’ not ‘residents’ (see Headlines report) meaning we cannot make the assumption that they will be comfortable creating/managing a ‘digital identity’. We have found that many of our students want the security of knowing their contributions won’t sail arbitrarily around the web since contributing to a course forum or blog is high risk for non-experts. They look to the institution as a ‘safe-haven’ to further their understanding of a subject and are wary of engaging/sharing beyond the formal boundary of their course. Again, there is a question as to how far this applies for younger learners.
The legal challenges

Taking the approach that the students provide the bridge between the institution and the web not the ‘content’ is the most practical way forward. This avoids complex IPR situations and sets clear expectations for the students. The institution should act as a ‘catalyst’ (see Headlines report) to encourage the students relevant appropriation of external services but it should not attempt to project its materials out onto the web directly. 
The Innovation challenges
As mentioned, we were attempting to pilot innovations with a suite of live online distance learning courses. These are a core part of our business which attracts students from around the world, many of whom take multiple courses over a number of years. It was important to us that our pilots were situated in the reality of this elearning provision but there was a real sensitivity to risk-taking and the possibility of damaging the ‘quality’ of the student experience by introducing new features. The administrative overhead of piloting in context was the most complex factor; one which is likely to become more of a challenge to innovation as the industry continues to mature.
The student experience
The nature of our pilots and the timeframe of the project make it difficult to assess the impact of our activities on the students’ learning directly. However, we feel we have come to a much better understanding of how our students operate and the thinking behind their approach to technology. The Headlines report gives a good sense of these findings relative to the pilots.
Outcomes and Impact 
For TALL the Isthmus project has had a huge impact as it has allowed us to engage with our users at a level we would not have otherwise had time for. The project has:
· Helped us to understand our students’ motivations better 

· Helped us to rationalise our support and guidance for students

· Given students access to their course after it has finished which reduces anxiety in the last couple of weeks of the course

· Been part of our ability to double the number of students we handle on a termly basis with the same resource.

· Created a bridge for students out onto the web so that they can carry on conversations and relationships across multiple courses. This seems to have encouraged the formation of a number of student-run interest groups. This is a very positive role the university can play in supporting lifelong learning in the widest possible sense.
The areas we have been less successful in are
· Providing synchronous – conversational tools around courses. We didn’t manage to add a heightened sense of social-presence during the course. As mentioned, the vast majority of the students didn’t seem to be interested in this anyway.
· Feeding content in from, and out to, the web. This is a complex area legally and pedagogically. It appears to be the most obvious thing to do to bridge between an institution and the web but in actual fact is it not material but the students themselves, their learning, their use of online services and their relationships that are the bridge.
· Proving that our activities have had a direct impact on the students’ learning or their chances of returning. A lot of the project’s activity remained in subjective areas and some of the pilots have not run enough times to really assess impact in a quantitative manner. 

For the programme/strand objectives

Coming to a better understanding of the students’ motivations and learning methods provides a strong background for making implementation/project funding decisions in the future. Alongside the findings of the Learner experiences of e-learning: Phase 2 projects we hope this will build into a useful picture of students across a range of ages and contexts for JISC.

For the wider community
As we suggested in our original bid it was always likely that the ‘bridging’ process of the project would involve the appropriation and management of existing technologies rather than the production of new ones. In this context I hope that the Headlines report and the implications below will have an impact on the community as the question increasingly becomes ‘Why does this help our students?’ rather than ‘Can we get this technology to work?’. These reports follow the Isthmus blog posts that have had a notable impact during the project. Most significantly the ‘visitors – residents’ post is likely to have already influenced many elearning professionals across the world; we have received positive feedback following a number of conference and workshop presentations on this theme. In light of this we will be blogging the other Isthmus headlines and implications over the next few months. It is slightly frustrating that we don’t have a ‘product’ from Isthmus to give to the wider community but this would have gone against the principle of the project. In the absence of a ‘product’ dissemination becomes the key goal.
We came to the realisation that, the majority of our students come to our courses with a fixed idea of what a good learning experience is - a tutor transmitting information for them to absorb. Already through our course design we have tried move them to a more social constructivist paradigm which many thrive in, without perhaps consciously giving up their old ideal of what a course is.  Thus while they don’t necessarily value it, we have moved on their learning skills. Also the model of scaffolded self-directed learning with online resources that predominates in our courses – and encouragement to go beyond what we supply, teaches them online information literacy skills both explicitly (New Media Literacy pilot) and tacitly. Most of our students would not recognise that they are doing this, but it doesn’t mean it is not happening. 
As the culture of the internet evolves and the growth of informal self directed learning continues these courses and the innovations we have implemented in Isthmus have provided our learners with a chance to engage in these ways of working and to start to acquire the skills they will increasingly need, but in a gentle way which matches their preferences

Conclusions & Recommendations
The iterative nature of the project has meant that the conclusions and consequent recommendations resulting from it are in the form of practical observations rather than concrete and/or quantitative ‘results’. The following paragraphs identify the aspects of the project that, should we or others pursue the ‘bridge idea’ further, would need to be taken into account. 
E-learning seems to be becoming an ever-increasingly ‘fixed’ paradigm. The students who have the most trouble with our systems tend to be ones who return and find we have ‘changed’ something. The single biggest ‘brake’ on Isthmus activities was administrative as we now have certain ‘ways of doing things’ which have financial implications. Our e-learning provision is now part of a rigorous business process. The introduction of new services or techniques can have an effect on these processes mainly in terms of shifting time and responsibilities between staff members. On the one hand this is a healthy maturing of the industry but on the other we could be in danger of becoming ‘fixed’ at a certain point in time and detaching from the general flow of online culture. 

We started the project imagining that we would have to implement functionality to meet student expectations but ended up spending some of our time educating them about what they could take advantage of on the web. There is no indication that the student body has any form of shared expectation for e-learning (digital natives or otherwise). In fact, the general fear of the ‘digital native’ effect has led in some cases to inappropriate implementations such as too much effort being expended on creating social networking type services within institutions which the students cannot see any need for. This is often the case even if a technology can have an appropriate role in an individual’s learning ‘toolbox’. The edtech community needs to remember that it is not always obvious how a technology can form part of a learning strategy and should spend as much time explaining/demonstrating the options to students as it should plugging new things in.

It is the educational institutions’ responsibility to educate students regarding how to make these forms of critical assessment and how to engage in with the web for learning in general. Debates over the ‘quality’ of services and resources are ultimately of little value as the culture moves too fast. The Isthmus project demonstrates that there is a real role for HE in this process of education and we should stop assuming that students know more than we do about the effective use of the web. Many students are brilliant at using the web to socialise or to produce innovative media but are lost when it comes to appropriating services for their learning and research. 

Overall I would suggest that with the emergence of open source software and third party services the focus for the edtech community should now be on appropriate implementation which puts the emphasis back on teaching and learning within e-learning. 
Implications for the future
We do not claim that these are definitive implications which have an objective authority. However, they arise directly from our piloting activity on live courses with online distance students. Many of them take the form of principles of good practice and advice for those following on in the field. 
· Don’t make the assumption that students have a homogenous approach to technology
· Don’t assume that levels of technology use are always related to skill or age. It’s more often based on whether the student sees an appropriate need for the tech in question.
· Survey or interview students to discover what their approach is. How many are ‘visitors’ and how many are ‘residents’?
· Think of ways in which you can demonstrate/explain the appropriate use of web based services for learning. Consider ways of catalysing or ‘seeding’ these technologies. This is a healthy middle ground between trying to recreate web based services in-house (which results in institutions ‘trapping’ a lifelong learners contribution or alienating ‘residents’ that already use a similar service on the web) vs feeding institutional content out via third party services which has many legal issues and can alienate the ‘visitor’. This approach can be a very good and valuable way of an institution engaging with the wider web.
· Try to avoid the underlying principle that all technologies have to work for all students. Different students will take advantage of different technologies. The question is more one of the effort of implementation or management. Clearly if only 10% of your students are likely to use a service that takes days to set-up and hours each week to manage then it’s best avoided. Nevertheless, some innovations take little time to implement and almost no management but could benefit certain groups. A good example of this is the Isthmus Facebook pilot which has almost zero running costs but provides a permanent space for students to meet.
· The informal is always defined by the formal. There would be no coffee bars on campus without the pre-existence of the lecture halls and the libraries. While much of the culture shift on the web is towards the informal it is worth remembering that students expect a formal core to a programme and are likely to get lost without it. This formal core will be institutionally hosted, containing university owned materials and a ‘home’ for assessment points. The Isthmus project demonstrates that it is too complex in administrative terms to ‘explode’ this formal core across the web and it cuts against student expectations.
· How much of what we have learned about our adult learners also applies to traditional undergraduates?
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Appendix A: Piloting Activity
Below is a detailed description of each of the four pilots undertaken by the Isthmus project. These descriptions attempt to capture the technical, pedagogical and social issues involved.
The Persistent Community Pilot

What we did

Alongside our online distance course offerings we created a Facebook group. We wanted to create a place online where our students could become part of a group or community which was not tied to the termly cycle. To ensure that this group was persistent we decided it should be located out on the web and not provided as part of our Moodle VLE. This was promoted to students at the end of each term’s 10 week course which totalled around 600 students per term over 4 terms. Subjects studied included philosophy, art, architecture, history and literature. Now, at the end of the Pilot around 280 students/ex-students are members. The group is self managing with a student administrator and there is no ‘official’ affiliation with the University of Oxford: the group is at ‘arm’s-length’ for legal reasons. Posting to the forums in the group is sporadic with activity generally just after the end and just before the start of term, although it is difficult to assess the level of behind-the-scenes communication between students. 

Rationale

Evidence from our first survey in October 2007 indicated the following:

i. 56% agreed that they would be more likely to keep in touch with other students if we provided an online space for them.

ii. 34% said they would like to communicate with students on other online short course provided by TALL which was not possible at the time

Various comments from our interviews included students who felt ‘bereft’ or ‘orphaned’ when their course finished but it was not clear if this was a social effect or an indication that they wished to continue learning. A minority of students seemed keen on the idea of a quasi-social group arising from the courses.

“Actually, I’m taking advantage of the Facebook offer that you’ve provided. I think that’s absolutely excellent as a follow up to the course. However, during the course I don’t really think I would use that much because the course actually does keep me busy.” 
…

Interviewer: “So how do you imagine something like the Facebook group going? Do you see that as something that will be interesting for a while, or would you hope that it would last for a long time?”

“Actually, I’m hoping it will last for quite a long time, especially if you’re talking about certain topics, I mean, a book group of course is perfect for this. We can apply what we’ve learned in the course, exchange ideas about books, what books we’ve been reading. I think that will probably stay for quite a while.”

However, the majority of our students (around 66%) did not use social networking sites and many had not even heard of them. There were some very particular worries about the use of social networking sites which either focused on not seeing the need to socialise or a fear of losing privacy. There was also a covert message that the primary interaction that they were looking for was with the course tutor—the ‘expert’—rather than with each other. 

“I fight shy of things like Facebook. I suppose I am concerned about giving away too much personal information onto the web, from the point of view of fraud or identity theft, or something like that. So I’m quite cautious about that.”

“I’m not likely to join Facebook and some of my colleagues have, but some are going, oh, I thought that was for perverts and weird people.”

“I think there are various things I’ve looked at and I’ve thought, oh yes, very nice, like Second Life or Facebook which we’ve been invited to look at, and I was immediately put off because there seems to be some sharing of information where there shouldn’t be”
“I suggested calling it the MCR. Now, anybody with anything to do with Oxford would know what MCR means, and why on earth they have to go calling it Facebook to go in I suppose with a word like blog and wiki and things like that, well why bother with all these technological terms, why not use a little bit of a sense of humour? Facebook doesn’t sound friendly. MCR does.”

“I am a bit careful about Facebook and things like that. I don’t want to have my face and all sorts of information going all around the world, because for me, the Internet is sort of big brother at the same time.”

Interviewer: “You’ve immediately sort of gone straight to the kind of tutoring as being core to the course in that sense.”

“Well, I think so, because I think that’s what we’re buying, and remember that the course is about ten times the cost of the textbook, so what are we really buying? Well, we’re buying the tutoring and of course we’re buying the interaction with other students which is guided hopefully by the tutor.”

Using a third party service could be a legal risk if the group appeared to be run by the university. We were very clear when promoting the group to students that it was not managed by the university and was simply a space they could use on a third party service. The overhead in terms of staff time was therefore very low. This made the Pilot fairly low risk even with the possibility of low uptake.

We anticipated and hoped that the students would ‘sell’ the courses to each other as they discussed their experiences. There was, of course, the risk of negative comments about courses being shared using the group, although to date there is no evidence of this.

Outcome

Each term around 70 students join the group and discuss a range of topics. 

Furthering discussions from the course they had taken:

“I'd need to look at my notes as well to give a decent answer. It is true that the weakness in Davidson's position is his causal account of how mind /brain works. But I think , from memory, he escapes any charge of substance dualism ( hence his claim of monism) and supervenience would not of course carry any sense of causation ( so what does drive causation?) ; and at that point he is on thin ground.”

Discussing the nature of the course they had taken: 

“I struggled as well and found there was far too little time at the end of the course to finish the last module and get the essay done.”

“if your tutor tells you you have passed (=been awarded credit ), then you are almost there. Some assignment are sent for moderation (=re-marking ) for quality control.
Basically within 12-15 weeks you should receive your official transcript.
Yes, it takes that long, but they arrive.”

Using the facebook group as a ‘hub’ to launch smaller, more focused groups:

“How do we keep this going? After LLVA [Learning to Look at the Visual Arts], they formed these Facebook groups which weren't very active. My own excuse is that I took LLMA [Learning to Look at the Modern arts] which occupied most of my time. However, my feeling is that both LLVA and LLMA opened to gates to so many paths that I'd like to explore. Would anyone be interested in a book club?”

“also everyone might be interested in the following Yahoo group which maintains lively discussion every month about a different book: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/BookerPrize/ very nice knowledgeable people in the group. Some academics. and FREE!”

Using the group socially:

“Hi everyone, this is the last day of our course! It is bitter sweet, as I could see myself being in this course for a couple of years, not just 10 weeks. It truly was a great experience, and the quick pace coupled with intense writing from everyone was a thrill. I still have to go back and catch up on reading many of the works that you all wrote, and hope that we can stay close. Please feel free to add me to your friends network, and keep in touch!” 

Discussing which course to take next:

“I am going to enroll in the Modern Art course that starts on the 24th Sept., still thinking about studying philosophy in the future.”

“I have enrolled on the bioethics philosophy course for this October and intend to do the Epistemology course starting in January. I have done four courses in philosophy previously, Introuction to Philosophy, Philosophy of Mind, Political Philosophy, and Metaphysics.”

“I need my "fix" of art history again, so I signed up for "Van Eyck to Memling" which begins in 2 weeks. I hope some others I know will be taking the course.”

Activity tailed off very quickly after students joined and then picked up again a little just before each new term as course options were discussed.

Generally activity in the forums is very low but what is there seems to be of substance and useful for those involved. 

The group hasn’t been a runaway success. There is not much sense of a ‘group’ as the postings are too sparse. However the overhead required to run the group is so small that even if it is playing a relatively minor role it is still worthwhile.

Highlights

We are particularly pleased about the following four outcomes.

· In mid 2008 a student volunteered to administer the group and to act a as gatekeeper for membership. She is now playing an active role in stimulating discussions within the group.

· We have had no technical support calls relating to the group and all that have joined seem to have a good understanding of what the group represents.

· The group has spawned a number of smaller groups in which discussion flows more freely. One of these groups uses the Facebook group to promote their events. 

· At one point two students used the group to exchange their final essays, using the group to extend their learning beyond the end of their course.

Challenges

The initial set-up of the group was very difficult to agree on at a management level. In the end we decided to seed the group with some discipline-centred forums and to discourage the tutors from joining. This was not an easy decision. The flow of our discussion can be accessed here: http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/wiki/PersistentCommunityDiscuss 

Making it clear that the university did not run the group and that it was with a third party was crucial and involved sending a carefully worded email to the students. We consulted JISC legal, the JISC IPR and Web2.0 group and a university lawyer. We also found this report: https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/download/attachments/8716376/GuidelinesForUsingExternalWeb2.0Services-20080801.pdf helpful in setting out what the possible risks were. 

It was agreed that if the students understood that they were under the terms and conditions of Facebook and not the university then the risks involved were minimal. The situation changed radically if we wanted to feed content from our courses through the group.

Having considered a range of possible third party services we chose Facebook for its strong social networking paradigm. Unfortunately this was balanced out by its relatively poor forum-handling system which was significantly worse than the forum system in Moodle. Like all social networking services Facebook is focused on the individual not the group as its primary object. It is very difficult for us to assess how much ‘social networking’ activity (private messaging, image sharing etc) has been taking place behind the scenes. The overall challenge is that activity within groups is not very visible within Facebook with groups being more of a badge of affiliation rather than an active membership within social networking services.

Next steps

We will continue to promote this group to each term of students and may well use it as a market research group for future course ideas. 

Possible alternative approaches

We know of one institution that took advantage of the social networking format by creating a profile called Mr (the name of the institution). Everyone in that institution then became friends with Mr X who shared which events/activities were taking place. This meant that important information appeared on individuals ‘home pages’ rather than being trapped in a group.

This will not be possible for use to do as we don’t have a member of staff who could play the role of this phantom individual but it does strike us as an excellent example of how a web based paradigm can be appropriated by an institution. 

Another possibility is to simply provide some additional Moodle forums for our students within each discipline area. This would be well within their ‘comfort zone’. The problem with this, however, would be that we don’t have the staff resources to moderate a set of forums that the institution ‘own’. In addition to this any ‘social networking’ opportunities will be greatly diminished.

The New Media Literacy Pilot

What we did

We developed a set of resources to enable our students to familiarize themselves easily with web 2.0 tools which might improve their learning, and supplemented these resources with additional material on information literacy skills which should support this use. The following pages were developed:

· Assessing information (available in course) 

· Bookmarking tools 

· Citation tools 

· Information sources 

· Searching online 

· More tools: including RSS, homepage sites, mapping tools, online office tools 

These pages were made available to nearly 1300 students over 2 terms and 60 cohorts and will continue to be part of our ongoing provision into the future.
Rationale

In terms of user-owned technologies and familiarity with what might be termed web 2.0 tools, our students as a group (adult learners with an average age of 45, studying at a distance) tend to engage less with these than a ‘typical’ (18-21 year old campus-based university) student. We also identified our students as having a strong mediating approach to the internet defined by what they perceive to be ‘useful’, which in turn is relative to their conception of what learning is. In many cases this is quite traditional, with a focus on knowledge acquisition. 

It is clear that many (although not all) web 2.0/user owned tools are potentially very ‘useful’ for learning, something which, among other factors, has contributed to the survival of the market leaders while many tools in this space have vanished. This realization led us to articulate three main questions:

· How can we allow students to understand enough about these tools for them to identify whether they do actually fulfill a need they may have? 

· How can we help students to get started with these tools? 

· What are the tools we want to draw their attention to? 

The New Media Literacy pilot developed contextualized guidance to help students take advantage of useful online services as well as more generalised skills guidance in areas such as analysing online and other information sources etc to help them utilise these in an effective manner. In response to data from our earlier surveys and interviews we took a light touch approach, piloting in the first instance only a small subset of the possible tools for inclusion to avoid information overload, and focusing the information on how it can help students in what they want to do. To prioritise the list it was sent to online tutors and course development staff and they were asked to judge which tools would be most useful to the students and make any additional suggestions. Where possible the materials were linked to existing information rather than generating additional content. As well as describing tools, we also tried to show them in use. The best example of this was through the process of ‘delicious’ tagging the course links, thus providing a library of subject-tagged links used on the courses. This can be accessed here http://delicious.com/oxfordonlineshortcourses. 

Our surveys and interviews indicated that students wanted useful tools, both to enhance their learning as well as to facilitate their skill in using the tools. One commented:

“I am not at ease with an on-line course; I need an IT advisor at my elbow every day. Perhaps you could publish some basic facts for idiots like me who hate computers, but who love learning.” 

Some students nonetheless perceived such tools and services as overwhelming, unwelcome and unnecessary; one more thing to deal with in their already busy and pressurized lives. There was also a general mistrust of new methods, although this was sometimes caused by a lack of understanding about what the purpose of the new media was. 

“The point I’m making is that the Nationwide Building Society and my money is of great value to me, so therefore I’m prepared to invest the time in it. If it’s something that might possibly be… and it’s nearly lunchtime and, you know, it’s not going to get the attention. So, I don’t really think there’s an answer to that question, I think it just depends on how I value the website.” 

Despite evidence indicating a degree of caution and even distrust on the part of the students, we remained convinced that by improving our student’s experience we could help them to become more effective learners. Furthermore, we could do this in a way which did not tie up staff time or by duplicating services which are run to a high standard already. At the same time, in our attempt to be lightweight there is some concern is that students will ignore what is on offer altogether. Other risks identified were:
· Using entirely external sites, so if these fail they fail our students. This should hopefully not be an issue as we have used high profile services .

· There is also the risk that students would begin to ‘work’ in a variety of services and the focus of the course or it’s ‘home’ world be lost. In the case of our courses this is relatively unlikely as the tutors would reside mainly in our Moodle, their presence denoting to ‘home-space’ for the courses.

Outcome

From our initial pilot implementation this innovation seemed broadly welcome

From our November survey:

· 55.5% looked at the ‘Tools and services to help you study’ pages. Of these, 36% tried some of the tools and services suggested there.

· 49.5% viewed the information on Assessing Information, searching online and information sources. Of these, 41% considered the information had improved their skills or confidence in using the internet. 

· Other tools participants recommended future students could be introduced to were:

· More obvious ways of useful internet links to materials relevant to the course.

· Access to online journals, databases, online books.

· Library and research resources.

· Firefox add-on for spell checking.

In terms of actual visits the site received 487 visits with over 5000 views over the two terms, there was a clear peak at the start of each term with nearly double the uptake for January 2009, when these pages were incorporated as part of the wider online support site (see below). This is especially encouraging when considering how many of our students were repeats in January (30%)and therefore are likely to have skipped viewing these pages. 

Highlights

After the initial run of this pilot, our vision for this work expanded as it was decided to make it part of a wider review of course support resources and materials that was generated as a result of work firstly on this project; secondly on another JISC project, Mosaic
; and thirdly from our commitment to the continuous review and improvement of our courses more generally.

All our online courses start with a short online induction to introduce the students to studying online. This is required to perform a number of functions in the learning experience, from setting expectations, understanding the learning environment, introducing the students to each other and the tutor, and preparing them to study (which for many will be the first time in a long time). Within this induction there has always been a tension between providing a personalized experience for each course, and maximizing the efficiencies possible across all our courses. Now that we are regularly launching over 30 different courses a term this has been even more the case in recent years. We were also very aware that the induction does not sit alone, but rather is part of a wider “course start” experience, where we know (from support calls) that many students often miss vital information. We decided to take a step back and review the “course start” experience offered to all our online students as a whole. This involved members of the technical team as well as project management and learning technology staff and the course management team, and covered everything from marketing information, course tasters, emails sent on registration, information available from registration but before course launch, emails sent on course launch, IT support processes, and the information students see at the start of their course in the course environment. 

Issues that emerged centred on:

· What information to provide when, so as not to overwhelm students but also to not leave them unsupported or confused.

· What information to provide where, on the open web, within their course environment, through email, news forums etc

As a result we streamlined our support into 5 main spaces: 

· Online courses site http://onlinecourses.conted.ox.ac.uk/ (marketing information and online enrollment)

· Online short course demonstration http://openmoodle.conted.ox.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9 

· Emails from the course team

· Online student support site http://onlinesupport.conted.ox.ac.uk/ 

· Within course information, a generic version is available at http://openmoodle.conted.ox.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=209 
Since its launch the Online student support site home page received 827 visits with nearly 20,000 views across the entire site. When considering that this was from a community of just under 700 students this suggests that the site has proved extremely successful in reaching its target audience. 
Challenges

While we are gratified to have reached just over half the students surveyed we are aware that across our courses as a whole the percentage will be lower and while more students have viewed these pages, a far lower number will have actually decided to use these tools. However, a large part of our initial aim was to raise awareness so that when students did realize they might want this functionality they would know where they could go to get started.

Next steps

We are aware that many students do not explore beyond the core content of the courses, and that many skip the start up materials. One way to encourage students to investigate these tools is to ensure our tutors are fully briefed on these technologies so that they can direct students to these resources at the points where it makes sense for their studies. Two options which we intend to look into in the near future are a tutor focused event around these skills and materials, and the inclusion of this content in our Effective Online Tutoring course which all our tutors attend. 

Possible alternatives

While the selection of tools covered by these materials at the current time represents a small subsection of the tools the project could have promoted, we feel the current selection represents a good balance between exposure to tools of real use and the possibility of overwhelming students. However it will be important to continue to monitor the tools covered by the project to ensure that those covered continue to fulfill this aim.

There is valuable work currently underway by the LLiDA
 project, looking specifically at this area. The team intends to track the recommendations of the project and incorporate those which seem to suggest useful ways forward for our students. 

The Further Communications Pilot

What we did

The Further Communication pilot was an attempt to provide an opportunity for students to informally chat with each other during their course. It was based on the realisation that distance students learning online do not generally have the opportunity to meet, chat, discuss and learn from each other in informal settings such as coffee bars, pubs and common rooms in the same way that their face-to-face counterparts do. Data from surveys from our students indicated a significant use of synchronous and informal communication tools, something which we hoped might enhance our provision if applied to our courses . Although our initial surveys suggested that synchronous chat and electronic common rooms might prove popular, we were also aware of the fact that the reality might be quite different. In another pilot, it had also become clear that our students frequently saw the learning process as something quite independent from socialising, and that learning was something that focused primarily on their own individual acquisition of content, something which could very well take place in isolation from other students. That tension was not evident before we started. A key dimension was that students should be able to communicate beyond their own individual course of study in the same way that face-to-face students can and do in public environments.

We decided to trial the provision of different ways in which synchronous communication could take place, be that by text chat, or audio or video. After much investigation (see below) we finally added an Adobe Flash based, open source Moodle extension produced by The Covcell Project
 to our Moodle-based courses. This offered the possibility for students and tutors to conduct either/both one-to-one and/or group audio/video chat sessions with other members on their course. Various ‘management’ options were included, such as the facility to invite and refuse invitations to chat, as well as to stop the session at any time. The pilot faced a large number of unexpected challenges, and although the facility is still offered, of the four pilots, Further Communications has probably been the least successful. The reasons for that are detailed below.

Rationale

The rationale behind the pilot was our desire to provide what might be considered a ‘missing’ social environment outside the classroom in an online context. We wanted to make the courses more than just learning, but also an opportunity to learn from each other (and potentially even beyond a course cohort) in an informal and social context. We hoped to provide an environment which would mirror a face-to-face social meeting place where discussions about study mingled with chat about anything and nothing. 

Although some of the difficulties we experienced might account for the lack of uptake from students (including the fact that the server on which we depended being out of action for some time), we are aware that it is a mistake to assume that just because the technology was available it meant that the students would use it. In the online survey we conducted following the courses, 87% indicated that they had not used the text chat facility, and 99% that they had not used the audio-video conferencing tool. 50% said that this was because they ‘did not want to communicate with students in this way’, and other reasons for not using it included:

· I thought it would be less efficient than communicating via the online forum.

· The forum allowed communication at an appropriate pace.

Although one respondent stated:

· I tried to get people to respond when I saw them online, unsuccessfully. I meant to set up a tryout occasion with one of my friend but the course was loaded, needed all my attention and I gave up on the idea. Would have liked to though.

Outcomes

The pilot succeeded in identifying a piece of software (Covcell) which could handle some of the demands we made of it. To our disappointment, however, its use was restricted to individual courses and we were not able to offer a truly open meeting place in which students from every course we were running could congregate. We trialled its use with four different courses with a limited take up, and the experience suggested that it might be more enthusiastically engaged with if it were tutor-led. Two tutors volunteered to pilot the software this term and they are now holding informal sessions. These are somewhat more successful and a small number of students are beginning to use the facility, but even so, too few for us to claim the pilot was a huge success.

Highlights

Having exhausted the other possibilities. It was encouraging to find an open source AV chat room option that we could work with in Moodle. However, the provision of informal functionality of this type within VLEs still seems to be in its infancy and the Covcell solution we chose was a little too unstable for us in ‘live’ piloting across many courses. 

Challenges

The principal challenge was technological. We had established our own boundaries early on and had decided we didn’t want students to have to download a new application (such as Skype) or to need to log on to a different programme separately. This meant we were looking for a browser-based piece of software which, ideally, would plug in to Moodle, the VLE in which our courses were based. The difficulties we faced to find something suitable took us by surprise. In addition to the criteria outlined previously, we were looking for a way in which students could invite each other to chat on an ad hoc basis, in an environment which could handle group chats, but also an environment which was ‘safe’. We explored a range of different options, including one that seemed ideal for our purposes and a member of the project team trialled it as a test. Returning to his ‘room’ some time later he discovered it occupied by a stranger engaging with pornographic material! The issue of security therefore became significantly more important. After considering as many as ten different applications, we decided to use the Covcell Moodle extension since it met almost all the criteria with one notable exception: it could only be used by students on the same course, and could not be extended to incorporate those from other courses at the same time. This was a disappointment and forced us to abandon our vision of a ‘collegiate’ social space. 

This then led to other challenges which revolved around a critical mass. Once again, we realised there was a tension between such an environment being too open and overly populated, with the risk of intimidating new arrivals and hindering the degree of quality discussions that might take place; and the need for a minimum number of people to be present in order for these discussions to take off and offer value for time spent. With students spread around the world and consequent challenges of time zones, together with the Covcell restriction of students of just one course (and therefore a restriction of a maximum of 30 students participating at any one time) the pilots often experienced too few students being available at the same time to make the time investment worthwhile. The more direct inclusion of two tutors led us to explore the possibility of tutors advertising ‘office hours’ in which they would be online at a specific time and any students who were free were welcome to come and join in a social discussion. This is an ongoing experiment which seems to be having some success. 

Next steps

We are reluctant to abandon the idea of Further Communication purely on the grounds of the technological challenges. A new application, Dimdim.com, has recently been released and this could well offer us all the facilities we have been looking for. It is a Moodle plug-in and we have become increasingly aware of the fact that if we continue to use Moodle, then we have to find a way for students to approach each other and invite each other to socialise. We will look at dimdim.com with this and the other challenges we experienced in mind. 

Our experience of online communication—and indeed, many instances of ‘ordinary’ human interaction—indicates that it may be beneficial to create a ‘lurking paradigm’ where people can get a feel for the culture without having to participate immediately and publicly. There are examples of this in Massivly Multiplayer Online games such as Worl of Warcraft where the chat window remains open and individuals can see chat taking place between others. In this way they gain an understanding of how social interaction takes place in this environment and learn some of the basic ‘rules’ and conventions. It may be useful for us to give this more sustained attention for any future attempts to create further communication relating to online courses. 

The tutors are also a key factor in the ‘catalysing’ of this type of technology and we have encouraged ‘early-adopter’ tutors to get involved with the Covcell technology to run ‘surgeries’ in which they are available at set periods to answer questions synchronously. This is problematic in itself because it is more convenient for those students near the GMT time zone and those properly set-up with microphones and cameras.

Possible alternative approaches

As mentioned the ability to ‘lurk’ is key when an individual is attempting to get a sense of the nature and etiquette if an online environment. One of the weaknesses of the Covcell system was that it had a ‘private room’ paradigm similar to Skype which works most effectively once individuals have got to know one another. In effect, this paradigm does not encourage socialisation but is a useful practical tool one trust has been established and there is a shared goal to work towards. 

Taking a leaf for the games designers book it would appear that a chat ‘channel’ which is always open could work better in terms of facilitating socialisation. A chat ‘channel’ could be accessible across the whole of a VLE allowing students from a range of courses to communicate. If it took off then there would be a gentle flow of text through the chat channel block which gives users a sense that there are other people percent in the environment even if they are not reading the text closely. Most importantly this format allows students to assess the nature of the chat before deciding if it is worth joining-in (either at a purely social level or to gain some information). Any chat channel of the type will encourage a small percentage of the students to be very active while the rest either lurk or contribute occasionally. This is of course reflects the character of most offline face-2-face groups.

We will be keeping an eye on Moodle related developments regarding chat channels and will seriously consider implementing this type of functionality in the future.

The Persistent Identity Pilot

What we did

The idea behind the Persistent Identity pilot was that students would retain a sense of being connected to the Department when between courses. There were a number of reasons why we thought this would be beneficial. From the students’ perspective, a 20-30% of students a term return to take further modules and we were aware that if they could re-enter and feel recognised and welcomed through retaining the same username, password and other administrative features, their whole study experience would be enhanced. We also had feedback from an early survey that indicated that many would appreciate the opportunity to revisit their courses once the formal period of study was over. From an administrative perspective, it made sense to place the ‘identity’ of the study experience with individual students rather than with individual courses and, in principle, it should be less administratively demanding. Technologically and administratively, however, it proved to be challenging. After a significant amount of exploration, trial and error of different software applications, we used Moodle Networking to provide students firstly with a ‘portable’ username and password that allowed them to transfer from one course to another with the same electronic identity across multiple terms; and after the course, access to their archived course sites.

Rationale

As our educational focus is principally on adult students who study by distance using online courses, the underpinning pedagogy is one of social constructivism. Students engage with material at an individual level, but then make use of forums to interact with each other and with the course tutor in order to construct their personal knowledge and understanding of a subject. Although many already do study more than one course at a time, there is nevertheless an underlying hope that individuals will sign up for further courses after the first, with a corresponding assumption that over time aspects from the different courses will interact and mutually inform each other. 

This educational approach suggested that students would benefit from a number of administrative features which to that point had not been implemented. Thus far, when students finished their individual courses, the online course material was almost immediately archived and they would have no further access to any of the features: content, forums, or blogs and journal entries. In addition, if they chose to continue studying, they would be allocated a new student ID and password for the subsequent module, in institutional terms gaining a new identity. These factors meant that continuing contact and interaction with each other was almost impossible unless they took the initiative and organised something outside the parameters of their formal study experience. Given HE’s increasing interest in forming communities of practice, together with the emphasis on corporate construction of individual knowledge, the project focused on creating a ‘persistent identity’. Specifically, we wanted:

· To create a community of students who may or may not be actively studying an online short course at any one time – especially across holiday periods when the short courses are not running.

· To give access to previous courses studied.

· To give access to courses studied such that they may be referenced to, from external sources, i.e. Facebook etc.

· To allow tutors and staff who work on the development sites to have Single Sign On to all the sites involved with course development/production and the live sites.

· To create the possibility of doing all of the above and keeping the expense within a reasonable boundary (if running all the above means that we have to cap the courses at a level below that which we could ordinarily handle, then is it a financially viable model?)

When surveyed at the beginning of the pilot, 82.4% of students indicated that they intended to look back over their course material once the formal running period had finished. Of these, 93.6% intended to revisit content; 57.6% intended to revisit others’ forum posts; and 64% would like to be able to revisit the course materials online. 

Retention was another factor, and this was confirmed in the final survey where 50.5% thought that having access to previous courses would make them more likely to study another course. 

There was a certain amount of anecdotal evidence that suggested these innovations would be welcomed by students. One commented:

Interviewer: Would it be useful for that to remain on the Internet for a while after the course so you could refer back to it?

Student: Actually, it would indeed, because a lot of things that have been interesting to me… You are talking about the forums specifically and not about the tutors put in as course content?

I: Well, I might be talking about both. It depends; it’s whatever is useful really. Just to give you an idea, one thing that we could imagine is having a sort of frozen version of the course available to course members. So obviously you wouldn’t be able to post to forums because that would be a bit odd. Again, I’m structuring this for you, but the theory would be that that material would remain on the web so that you could use it in a kind of reference sort of style. 

S: I think that would be an absolutely lovely idea. 

Outcomes

At the end of the project, the pilot had been so successful that a range of changes to our course administration had been made and embedded.

· Students now have access to previous courses studied, and statistics suggest that approximately 33% do go back to consult different aspects;

· Students also have a username and password that they now keep from one course to another.

· These changes have been made in such a way that they do not require an unreasonable degree of human or financial support on an ongoing basis. 

The project was a particular success because of the fact that the changes made have already been implemented and integrated. It is anticipated that they will now continue as ‘givens’ within the overall course administrative procedures. 

Certain of the desired goals were not achieved, however, or were only partially met.

· To create a community of students who may or may not be actively studying an online short course at any one time – especially across holiday periods when the short courses are not running – this functionality was partly addressed by the persistent community pilot , however moving it into Moodle was not possible due to the reluctance of the department to accept responsibility of a non course centred forum 

· To give access to courses studied such that they may be referenced to, from external sources, i.e. Facebook etc. Ultimately the students retain the rights to their contributions and wew would have to get them to wave those rights before we could ‘feed’ content out of the VLE. In addition to this some services might have the right to claim the IP over this content if it was fed through their system.
 Also, we felt that their was a real risk that the students would feel uncomfortable about contributing to their course if they knew that their forums posts etc might end-up out on the wider web at some point. The relationship between the size and boundaries of a group and the level of participation is a delicate one and we recognise that learning is a high risk activity for students when it becomes participatory. 
· To allow tutors and staff who work on the development sites to have Single Sign On to all the sites involved with course development/production and the live sites. Mike would know about this. 

Challenges

There were a good number of challenges, principally revolving around IT issues and student admin (from the online course office). 

· The identification of software that would enable us both to host live courses and archive old ones while still permitting users to navigate their way around. 

· Once we had decided to run with Moodle Networking, we discovered a number of issues/bugs with the software that, on one occasion, resulted in all the content we had loaded disappearing without trace! 

· It was a challenge to manage the necessary IT and administrative support time. The project needed people who were able to amend and adapt the software, in addition to factoring in time to offer IT support to students and to re-write instructions provided in the course materials. The initial pilot we ran was deemed a success and we carried on planning for a full-scale test with all short courses using the portal system in the new academic year. We had proven the system was feasible, however it had created more IT support than we had anticipated. So, for example, prior to trialling the new system, TALL received 26 calls asking for support from 4 different courses, which required 215 minutes of staff time. During the pilot, there were 77 calls for the same four courses, requiring 630 minutes of support. What wasn’t clear, was the extent to which the increase was typical and must be factored in now that the changes have been semi-permanently introduced across the board. Nor was it obvious at first glance how to differentiate between the ‘reasonable’ 3 calls for support on one course during the ‘control’ term, and the ‘excessive’ (in terms of human and financial resources) 37 during the pilot. Figures such as the latter were a great off-put to team members with an eye on budgets and staff time, and another challenge was that of defending the feasibility of the project and the changes being made to the programmes to colleagues who were not convinced that the benefits merited the cost. Happily, the final solution proved less demanding than these early pilots and trials suggested might be the case, although the issues remain live.

Highlights

Aspects of the pilot were so challenging at an IT level that the principal highlight was actually overcoming these to the point of having everything working without requiring excessive financial demands and/or support time. At the beginning of the pilot we experienced a significant number of calls for support from returning students who had not made a mental note of the change in registration procedures. Many logged in in the wrong place and received an automatic message saying that they could not have access to the course. As soon as the problem became apparent the project team focused on identifying and addressing the areas of confusion. Some were simply that either students had not bothered to read the notification of the changes and the accompanying new instructions; this made us revisit and tweak the way in which the information had been communicated. The difficulties had not been easy to predict, but we took great satisfaction in being able to address them in such a way that they were totally resolved by term 2.

Next steps

There are still a number of issues with Moodle Networking that we are working on. This will be an ongoing activity as Moodle is regularly upgraded and each new version does not necessarily carry through some of the features of previous versions. We will also at some point have to decide exactly how long we keep all the material for. We have not currently finalised our plans for how many years this service will be available, but it seems clear the vast majority would be happy with our current proposal of two years, as 72% would be happy with access for one year after the course, and only 19% wanted it for over 2 years. 

Decisions also have to be made on an ongoing basis about Moodle Networking itself. Version 1.9 still has a few problems and we have to consider whether they are worth spending time on in order to fix them when the release of Version 2 of Moodle is immenant. 

Possible alternative approaches

We feel that our technological approach has been a pragmatic one. The issue of making students contributions available more widely across the web is the main alternative aspect to the pilot. It is possible that the culture of lifelong learning on the we will shift to align more with the culture of the knowledge economy on the web. If this becomes the case then students may be happier to have each of their forum posts referenced as a unique URI in the same way most blog post are. Currently however, our students prefer the ‘safe-space’ of the courses to experiment with ideas and are not keen on their ideas moving beyond the course boundaries.

APPENDIX B: Evaluation Report
Research Questions

Project-level research questions

At the start of the project our initial research questions were defined as:

1.
Do learners appropriate freely available web-based tools and resources (in particular Web 2.0 technologies) to support learning? If so why and how do these technologies meet their needs as learners?

2.
What is learners’ affective response to the tools and resources they are required to access in order to participate in courses provided by the University of Oxford Department for Continuing Education?
3.
What (if any) impact does the integration of freely available web-based tools (Web 2.0), and Web 2.0-like Moodle tools, within our courses have on students’ learning experience? 

4.
How might integration of the tools identified in question 4 be achieved? Would integration require the development of additional “bridging technologies”? How could this integration be accomplished? 

While these remained important questions for the project team, after our initial responses to these questions were established through some of our earlier activities (see below) the project’s evaluation efforts focused on the assessment of individual pilots (see below) and exploring some of the thematic issues that had emerged from the project work such as the concept of visitors and residents.

Method 

The project evaluation took place in 3 phases: 

· The research leading to user requirements

· Pilot evaluation

· Summative (reflective) evaluation

In both the initial research and the summative evaluation phases we used online surveys to gather information from our globally dispersed students. For the requirements gathering stage this was triangulated by qualitative data from 11 semi-structured interviews with students selected either a) for their typicality or b) for their variation from the “typical” pattern. 

For the pilot evaluations and general summative assessment of the project another online survey was used to capture the opinions of as wide a cross section of our students as possible. This was complemented by a tutor survey, by the collection of additional data around the pilots and the project as a whole, from course logs, web stats student data etc. Initially the project team had considered the use of student written, audio and/or video logs to capture their experience, but the nature of the project with a wide reach over 131 courses over 5 terms reaching over 2250 individual students meant that this was not feasible or even useful as not all students were affected by all pilots.

The schedule of these activities and their associated data collection Instruments are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Isthmus evaluation programme

	Date

	Activity
	Method(s)
	no. of

respondents

	May 2007
	Forum Oxford survey
	Online survey
	29

	May 2007
	CPD Survey
	Online survey
	119

	June 2007
	Initial PP survey
	Online survey
	146

	October 2007
	Second PP survey
	Online survey
	80

	May 2007-March 2009
	Tracking logs and course stats collection
	As appropriate
	n/a

	December 2007
	PP interviews
	Semi structured interview
	11

	November 2008
	Final PP survey
	Online survey
	195


Research leading to user requirements

The preliminary research study concentrated on refining and extending the understanding of students’ usage of personal technologies that has emerged from our earlier work (see Spire survey
 ) and other JISC reports such as Phase 1 of the Learner Experiences of E-learning programme
. Desk-top research into the pedagogical and technological opportunities for the project helped define the research questions and feed into the design of the two rounds of online surveys and one set of interviews this phase consisted of. 

We undertook the preliminary study with two groups of students as outlined below, and used this data to determine the eventual pilot cohort (group 1). 

Group 1: Undergraduate-level students

The first group of students study academic undergraduate-level ten-week courses online. These courses are offered by the Public Programmes (PP) division of the Department, and include subjects in the following fields: history of art; philosophy; English literature; archaeology; economics. Each course runs three times a year. By May 2007 (the start of the project) the Department had 20 courses available, with approximately 350 students taking them. Students taking these courses ranged in age from 18 to 91, and included people from various educational and professional backgrounds.

Group 2: CPD students

The second group consisted of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) students in the Technology portfolio, covering the subject areas of electronics, telecoms and engineering. These courses are delivered to a technologically sophisticated audience in a combination of face-to-face, blended and online modes that reach approximately 500 students each year. The Technology portfolio also hosts a highly-active online discussion forum focussed on future mobile-telecoms technologies, which at the time had over 1000 members. 

Due to the different study experiences of these groups they were canvassed in 3 separate surveys to avoid asking inappropriate or meaningless questions. This resulted in an initial PP survey, with 146 respondents; a CPD survey with 119; and a separate survey for the members of the telecoms forum with 29 responses. Due to the omission of a data protection question we considered it would not be acceptable to use the results of these initial surveys as anything more than indicative data. However from the information garnered we were able to conclude that the project should focus on the students within the PP courses as this was the area where it was felt the most progress could be made. With this in mind the online survey was slightly refined and relaunched to students on the PP courses in October 2007 and garnered 80 respondents. 

In December eleven interviews, six face-to-face, and five by telephone (as a result of our global student cohort) were completed. The results were transcribed over the Christmas period. This additional input was used in conjunction with the survey data to shape the direction of the 4 pilots:

· Persistent community 

· Persistent identity

· Further communication

· New media literacies 

Pilot evaluation

Due to the highly varied nature of the pilots different approaches were taken for each one. However there were some consistent elements.

· An online survey in November 08 was used to collect student attitudes to the pilots 

· Some use of usual student evaluation forms (Further Communication) 

· Where appropriate observational data (e.g. for the Facebook group was used)

· Moodle logs (e.g. for Persistent Identity and Further Communication) were collected

· Statistics of other web use e.g. online support site pages were logged 

· Student enrolment data collected.

Apart from the first, these were tracked across the pilots and were usedin two ways 1) as formative evaluations to shape their direction and the general project approach 2) as contributing information to the summative evaluation of the “success” of each pilot.

Summative (reflective) evaluation

This phase attempted to gather all the information from the earlier stages of the project and use this to judge the success of the project and its interventions as a whole. While the final online survey was designed not only to update on the basic profile of our students and their reactions to specific pilots, it was also hoped that it might be possible to probe their reactions to what were perceived as some of the emerging themes of the project. 

Synthesis: Findings of project

Initial survey data

The initial surveys of our three student groups took place over June and July 2007, elicited feedback from nearly 300 students, and 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. 

Analysis of the data (PP Isthmus Survey Oct 07) provides, among other things, the following information about the group profile at the beginning of the project.

· A significant number of students had studied with the Department before, 39%.

· 40.5% of students were 55 and over; 36.7% were between 35 and 54; 20.3% were between 25 and 34;

· 54% were female;

· 28% did not speak English as their first language;

· 33% were retired; 34% were employed full time;

· About 75% used Web1.0 technologies (internet, email, mobile phones etc.) regularly; 

· About 50% had heard of Web2.0 technologies and some had ‘looked’ but not used them (with the exception of Wikipedia which was extremely popular; only a small minority (and in some cases nobody at all) had actively used services and tools such as podcasts, Facebook etc.

· 57% used communications tools such as Skype and instant messaging

· The survey was conducted midway through students’ courses. Of the various electronic tools available to them, the forums were popular and well-used. However, fewer students regularly used the blog attached to their course and those who did generally did not make it publicly available. 

· Nearly 75% of students indicated they would like to have the content of their course made available to them electronically once the formal period of study had ended; however, there were mixed messages about keeping in touch with other students past the end of a course

Generally students were happy with the technologies provided for their learning, but were cautious in their use of external tools and attitudes towards social networking facilities could be somewhat cynical. 

Despite what appears to be fairly heavy use of such facilities (looking back at the answers I have given) I think that a lot of online communication is an excuse to avoid phone/personal contact and is either not really necessary or is not the best way to get the job done.

Interview Highlights

The general message from the interviews was that these students were very focused on acquiring content. Interaction with peers was welcomed when it contributed to this goal, as was the use of web-based facilities. They were concerned about privacy but would take up the opportunity to learn new IT skills or tools if these had a direct relevance to their study, or sometimes to their wider lives, but not as a rule of thumb. Interviewees articulated this clearly. 

I wouldn’t learn how to do something just for the sake of learning how to do something. To go back a bit to your question about something I’ve given up on, my children gave me a web page and I learnt how to put stuff onto it, but I didn’t really see that that was a useful way of, it wasn’t a useful fit into my life. You know, who out there wants to read anything about me? It would only be family and I can get that by email or by sending them photographs and they’ve got a SmugMug photo album that they share with their children in America. So I don’t think that I could see some kind of gain, so that is one I gave up on, not because technically I couldn’t have mastered it, but because I couldn’t see how it was an addition to my life. 

I think that’s where the big difficulty is about the communication that goes on operating through an online course. The answer is mainly that the conversation is focused on the content of the course, or that that conversation develops, but there is a certain amount of chit-chat going on, but it’s fairly short lived because I would be very conscious that I might want to say something to an individual. I don’t particularly want to say it to the other 30 odd people on the course. Not that it’s confidential. But it seems trivial, it seems wasteful of time and resources. And so I think whenever that happened, it was definitely a brief exchange of views. 

I’ve got lots of friends. I don’t especially want to talk to anonymous people around the world. Id’ rather, you know, meet you, chat with you, than go and talk sort of whatever…

It was a great experience for me doing this course and it’s a way of improving my own way of using computers. 

I fight shy of things like Facebook. I suppose I am concerned about giving away too much personal information onto the web, from the point of view of fraud or identity theft, or something like that. So I’m quite cautious about that.

The interviews also revealed pleasing progress.

Daunting to a beginner, then more straightforward to use once I started. 

The data from the initial surveys, and the interviews did much to shape the visitor resident concept (see below).

Final survey data

The data from the survey in November 08 produced very similar statistics on student profile and use of the web and tools as October 07 – interestingly for many web 2.0 tools use and awareness fell slightly – probably attributable to the particular cohort rather than absolute trends. The table below provides an overview of this information. 

	Data
	October 07
	November 08

	Repeat students
	39%
	28%

	Age 55 and over 
	40.5 %
	36.6%

	Age 35-54
	36.7%
	42.7%

	English as first language 
	72%
	74%

	Sex
	54% female 46% male
	62% female 38% male

	Retired
	33%
	22%

	Employed full time 
	34%
	38%

	Used course blog
	70%
	47%

	Used course blog regularly
	25%
	18%

	Read forum daily or more often
	70%
	56%

	Wrote in forum daily or more often
	22%
	12%

	Wrote in forum a few times a week
	71%
	59%

	Wanted course available electronically once over
	70%
	65%

	Read Wikipedia
	88%
	82%

	Contributed to Wikipedia 
	4%
	9%

	Visited Image/video sharing sites
	53%
	45%

	Posted to Image/video sharing sites
	14%
	15%

	Never heard of Image/video sharing sites
	 0%
	 4%

	Listened to Podcasts 
	43%
	51%

	Never heard of Podcasts 
	4%
	7%

	Read (outside course) blogs
	75%
	44%

	Commented on (outside course) blogs 
	28%
	23%

	Have own blog
	17%
	12%

	Used Social networking sites
	33%
	36%

	Used Social bookmarking
	3%
	1% 

	Read RSS feeds
	15%
	16%

	Used communications tools, e.g. skype/messenger/forums
	57%
	52%


Other common themes to come through in the final survey were:

Lack of time both to gain necessary IT skills and also to make use of the IT tools available. This linked with lack of interest, motivation, confidence and perceived need.

· A first-timer to e-learning; not confident in use;

· Mostly due to personal time constraints I was unable to make use of the Tools and Services;

· Seemed to be able to manage without;

· Text chat etc is a time waster, the forums are more than adequate. Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should. 

· Chose the course primarily to learn about the Brontes, although found peoples ideas fascinating. Time restraints kept me to the necessities. 

There are a number of reasons why time should have emerged as a crucial aspect. The courses themselves were intensive periods of 10 weeks of study, which left little time or opportunity for students to explore and experiment; they were adult learners, many of whom were in fulltime employment. 

Focus on the course content was paramount.

· I did not enrol on this course to do that sort of thing. All I wanted to do was do the course. I am sure Facebook would be an attraction option for some people. 

Ambivalence towards the idea of social networking and/or communication with peers. This was for a variety of reasons.

· I am not really interested in this sort of networking, nor do I have time!

· I am fully content with traditional social networking methods (e.g. talking to people);

· Due to the fact that my classmates were completely strangers to me, I didn’t know how to approach them, even if I liked a lot some of them. I simply didn’t dare do it. Shame on me!

· No real relationship with other students was established. I (like most people) worked alone. 

Preference to communicate with the tutor rather than each other.

In comments, in particular (not always supported by hard data) there was a strong perception of a message of ‘we don’t need this’, or ‘we don’t trust this’ about many online tools and services. However, there were significant pockets of enthusiasm and evidence that some students picked up the tools and ran even further with them:

· I found this section (Tools and Services pages) very, very useful and will actually be using some of these tools in my daily role.

· Do you have any other comments about the technologies in the course? Yes. Bloody good. Works well and sodding brilliant if you live in the bush. 

· Nearing the end of the course, I found a number of people on the Facebook group and have friended them there. 

· I helped to found a Second life Debating Group backed up with our own Second Philosophy group on Facebook that now has 69 members.

Student number data

It is clear that during the course of the project the number of students taking our courses increased considerably. From 233 students in Trinity term of 2007 to a high of 750+ students in Michaelmas term 2008. However, this was largely a function of increased course offerings and comparatively the average number of students per course fluctuated from 25.9 – 19.6 with no consistent trajectory. We do have an high number of repeat students each term (see below), which seem to indicate that overall we are moving in directions that our students appreciate, whether as a result of this project or not. 

	Term
	Number of cohorts run
	Total number of students
	Ave number students per cohort
	% repeat students

	Michaelmas 2007
	22
	436
	20
	29%

	Hillary 2008
	25
	564
	23
	23%

	Trinity 2008
	24
	500
	21
	26%

	Michaelmas 2008
	30
	768
	26
	24%

	Hillary 2009
	30
	692
	23
	30%

	Total/Average
	131
	2960 
	23
	26%


It is worth noting that the 2960 places on the courses taken during the project represents 2263 individual due to the numbers of students taking multiple courses in one term or taking courses over multiple terms. 

Response to research questions

1. Do learners appropriate freely available web-based tools and resources (in particular Web 2.0 technologies) to support learning? If so why and how do these technologies meet their needs as learners?

It is safe to say that in the case of our learners, the answer is usually no, and this did not change significantly during the time of the project. The tools they do use are those they feel are directly useful to their study, so that search engines and Wikipedia are popular. It is clear that there are other tools which have the potential to meet their requirements as useful and that the promotion of these may have value (see New Media Literacy pilot).

2. What is learners’ affective response to the tools and resources they are required to access in order to participate in courses provided by the University of Oxford Department for Continuing Education?
Generally learners are willing to engage with tools that they feel will progress their learning or help them with their course, but otherwise remain only marginally interested in technology for its own sake. Even students whose professional occupation is in IT or IT-related areas tend to evaluate what was available in terms of its pragmatic usefulness to their study, which they understand primarily as the acquisition of knowledge and information. For our learners online learning is a route to the learning, not an alternative online activity. The nature of what is considered ‘alternative’ is interesting and one which might be encouraged to shift to take advantage of new participatory paradigms. It would appear that this shift is unlikely to take place with adult learners without guidance.

3. What (if any) impact does the integration of freely available web-based tools (Web 2.0), and Web 2.0-like Moodle tools, within our courses have on students’ learning experience? 

While some students want to engage with their course in the context of the wider web and the broader online community, most do not. Where new tools are built explicitly into the learning students as a whole will engage with them, but when they are an optional extra they are most likely to ignore them. However while uptake has been relatively disappointing for some of our pilots we still have significant numbers of students who have adopted new ways of working as a result of the project. See below for results from individual pilots in relation to these.

4. How might integration of the tools identified in question 4 be achieved? Would integration require the development of additional “bridging technologies”? How could this integration be accomplished? 

These integrations were achieved either by gentle introductions to external services (Institution as Catalyst), Persistent Community and New Media Literacies or by bringing additional functionality into current systems. This was certainly not the perspective anticipated in the original project vision; however, this emerged principally from two main factors.

· The IPR and other implications of taking more of our courses into an external environment, therefore encouraging the bringing in of functionality

· Our initial surveying of students making it clear that they wanted their courses to remain the same unless we made obvious improvements (note their definition of improvements did not always match ours), so we had to be careful not to destroy existing successes innovating.
In relation to pilots 
Persistent community

From our data it seems many students do want to continue their learning in an informal way once the course has ended (see Persistent Identity stats below); however, for the majority of our students this seems to be more of an individual pursuit and not something they want to pursue in a community. However in November 08, of those who have studied before 28% said they had kept in touch with other students on the course – up from 18% in October 07. 

While about a third of students have joined a social networking site, clearly the majority have not, and have no desire to use a site such as Facebook, with a strong perception of risk:

I have also heard that the use of Facebook and similar sites increases the likelihood of catching a computer virus. I don't know if that is true, but the possibility is discouraging.

Have no wish to get involved with Facebook at all, mostly for the younger I think

I do not belong to Facebook and have no interest whatsoever in it; I consider privacy important; you never know who’s reading. 

Survey data also corroborated this: 

· I am more likely to contribute to sites with restricted access (eg the online short courses) – 68% agree or strongly agree

· I am worried about identity theft – 50% agree or strongly agree

· I am worried about privacy 53% agree or strongly agree

Despite this over the duration of Isthmus, 336 students have joined the Facebook group (about 15% of the possible students) and we have been able to hand over the administration of the site to a student, and certainly there are many who appreciate it.

I found that Facebook was very useful for further discussion of the issues raised during the course. It helped to further develop ideas germinated by the course itself. Also it was interesting to tap into to hear how participants rated ratings of other courses that I might be interested in. [I heard that Critical Literature was very good].

We have also been able to use it as a catalyst for other activities (e.g. pilots for the Habitat project
), it is genuinely self sustaining community, but is unlikely to be a mainstream activity for the majority of our students. It is worth noting that in the November 08 survey, 12% of respondents had joined groups that had grown from the courses other than Facebook – suggesting that our work in this respect has acted has helped this activity. Certainly the use of Facebook has worked from a management/administration perspective as it now requires one message in the news forums per term to maintain.

As a rule it seems clear that our students would prefer a community that operated in a familiar and closed environment, such as Moodle, and which focussed very specifically on the course or subject about which they chose to study. However as this would have monitoring and resourcing implications this is not something we are able to implement at the current time, although the Cascade
 project now investigating ways to take this information forward.. 

Further Communication

This pilot has proved one of the most complicated in technical terms (see pilot report) which has had a significant effect on our ability to evaluate its success. Due to our requirement to not disadvantage students who could not use the tool (either due to technical or time zone constraints we have not put significant prominence on its availability, which essentially seems to have resulted in most students ignoring it. As this is a tool which requires a certain amount of uptake to prove its worth this has made the pilot almost impossible.  

From the November survey:

· 13% used text chat
· 1.6% used video conferencing tool

· 50% had no interest in communicating with others this way

· When used 75% said used it for discussion of the course with only 25% on non-academic subjects. 41% of those who used it would like more of this in the course but this is of course very low as a percentage of overall students.

Persistent Identity

This pilot has had the biggest impact in terms of administrative and other unexpected consequences, see case study. In terms of positive student response this has been by far our most popular pilot. It was initially piloted with 4 courses and within 4 weeks, c. 30% students had revisited their course. In addition to this a similar number have continued to do so term on term.

In the November 08 survey 82% intend to revisit course once over, while we know from Moodle logs that actual visits take place at a far lower rate than this, clearly it is something valued by students. Of those who intended to revisit their course, 

94% want to revisit content, 18% their blog, 40% their forum posts, 58% others forum posts. This confirms the primacy of “content” to our students, but also shows that the dialogue is a core part of the course for the majority of students. We have not currently finalised our plans for how many years this service will be available, but it seems clear the vast majority would be happy with our current proposal of two years, as 72% would be happy with access for one year after the course, and only 19% wanted it for over 2 years. 

In terms of the continued success of the course, 50.5% indicated they would be more likely to study another course having access to previous courses. Reiterating that this is the one intervention made by the project where the students perceived value is greater than their uptake. 

It is perhaps worth noting that this was the only pilot that did not require the students to acquire new skills to participate, which may be another factor in its relative success overall. 

New Media Literacy

While many students seemed happy to ignore the work of the pilot, a significant number did engage and at least consider the uptake of the tools suggested. 

From the November 08 survey:

· 56% looked at New media literacy pages

· Of these 55% tried a tool

· Of these 44% felt their skills and confidence in using the internet were improved

In terms of actual visits the site received 487 visits with over 5000 views over the two terms, There was a clear peak at the start of each term with nearly double the uptake in January 2009, compared to October 2008. This may be attributed to the incorporation of these pages as part of the wider online support site
. This is especially encouraging when considering how many of our students were repeats in January (30%) and therefore are likely to have skipped viewing these pages. 

Comments from students validated he approach taken:

I use tools for practical reasons when I find them useful and convenient.

The easier you make it for them to be used the more likely I am to start using them.

I am rather limited on that but I could improve with good (and safe) directions. The fear of frauds take me back.

Few suggested other tools to promote, but of those that were suggested the team is considering adding information on Google earth and Spell check for Firefox. An additional area that was suggested more than once was Access to the university e-library. As our students are not matriculated we are not able to provide this, and this lack is a major factor in our attempts to identify alternative a public sources
 which were part of the original site. 

Concluding Reflections 

With a project such of this, covering such a wide range of activities over such a long period it can be nigh on impossible to prove that any outcome was necessarily the result of a specific intervention and even harder to evaluate the overall success of the project. Clearly the pilots themselves had very differing levels of success, and some of the most valuable outputs of the project are likely to be around more intangible ideas such as Visitor Residents. However what is clear is that Isthmus has contributed to the ongoing culture of innovation and success with eLearning in the Department, impacting and improving on parallel and future JISC projects such as Mosaic and Cascade, as well as enabling wider improvements such as a the online support site. 

From the survey data, students seemed happier with the basic course technologies in Moodle from October 07 to November 08. As Moodle itself had changed very little in this time, this might be attributed to the improvements made to our supporting documentation and help systems, many of which were re-evaluated and improved as a result of innovations used on this project.

In the duration of the project the number of students studying online with the department each term has more than doubled, while the central staff supporting them has remained constant. Our ability to maintain, if not improve, the quality of our offering and the student experience in the face of this expansion, should be celebrated.
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