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Background
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.

Headlines from the Project
An important consideration that emerged as a result of the project was the relationship between students’ technical abilities and their requirements as learners. It was evident from both surveys and interviews that a good number were competent and confident in using many online services. At the same time, most indicated that the social networking sites were of little interest and of little perceived benefit to them for their study. Various reasons for this were apparent, most of which revolved around students’ understanding of themselves as learners and of what learning itself involved. As adults, they displayed and articulated an autonomous, individualistic approach to learning that focused on the acquisition of content.
‘Some of us are interested in the course content, not social chitchat’!

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

Since 41% of our students were aged 55 or over and another 37% aged between 35 and 54, it was easy to conclude not only that they were exhibiting traits characteristic of ‘typical’ adult learners (Knowles, 1970, 1980), but also that most had significant, vibrant and socially rewarding peer groups in their families, work colleagues and established friendships. For many (but not all) of our learners, learning and socialising clearly did not walk hand-in-hand in the same way as they do for traditional residential students; on the contrary, peer engagement, and/or needing to acquire the skills to interact with peers using technology, was frequently an unwelcome imposition. 
This was a challenge to those of us managing Isthmus. Our initial survey had indicated that 17% of participants already used Bluetooth connectivity on their mobile phone and 13% on their laptop; 17% used a webcam and 40% used an iPod or similar. These figures, although not large, suggested that a proportion of students was confident with technology and we assumed that they would transfer their skills relatively easily to the learning context, especially since all our students had elected to study modules delivered online.
It wasn’t that straightforward! We had correctly judged the level of their IT skills, but had been overly simplistic about their ability, or perhaps more appropriately, their willingness, to incorporate a social dimension, electronically mediated, into their courses. We quickly identified an important disjuncture between how we understood our courses to operate pedagogically and how many students viewed them. Over the past ten years we have designed modules which are largely based on social constructivist principles such as peer interaction, learning from experience (others’ as well as our own), collaboration, and the individual and corporate construction of knowledge. Since they are distance learning courses, communication cannot generally take place either synchronously or face-to-face; instead, activities encourage dialogue within specially set-up forums. These were remarkably successful. 56% read the forums daily (and sometimes more frequently), and nearly 90% read them several times a week, with 12% posting daily or more often, and nearly 60% posting several times a week. Yet we continued to have students who overtly considered themselves ‘pen and paper’ people and who resisted or saw little point in making what they understood as a direct transfer to the keyboard.
‘Certainly with respect to the course, I didn’t find the blog system helpful. And that’s just partly me; I’m a paper and pencil person.’ 
It became clear that our students had chosen to study online for two main reasons: firstly because they had to study at a distance, and secondly because of the practical attractions of studying electronically; the internet was primarily a convenient mode of distribution. One goal of Isthmus was to find a way of incorporating a range of tools into their learning that we knew to be pedagogically beneficial yet which, at the outset of the project (and it has to be said, for many even at the end of the project), students had little appreciation of or appetite for.
Over the course of the project, we also developed a new understanding of how people in general interacted with electronically-provided services and tools. Moving on from Prensky’s (2001) classification of Digital Natives and Digital Immigrants we formulated the notion of ‘Visitors and Residents’ to the online environment (see below). Our students fell along the length of the continuum between the two poles, something which helped us formulate a way forward. The feedback from our surveys indicated that about 80% of our students have little knowledge of many of the technologies or ideas that the Isthmus project has explored, and a significant number actively resisted when asked to engage with these. Conversely a good number, while not currently engaged, have no objection to interacting with new technologies in the future if they can see a reason to do so. That reason, however, is not automatically or necessarily related to their learning. Talking about the Tools and Services pages
 that had been made available to students, one commented:
‘I found this section very, very useful and will actually be using some of these tools in my daily role.’
A core part of our job therefore became the scaffolding of our students’ interaction with both foci of learning within a course—content and technological tools—as well as to help them develop the tools and skills to support their learning more generally as they go forward. An important dimension of our course design is to enable students to engage with “the range of practices that underpin effective learning in a digital age”
 whether this is something they consciously value or not. However, we can use the knowledge of their ambivalence to these skills to guide our approach to the implementation of any solutions that interact with this aim. We know it is crucially important to position our interventions so that their value is obvious to the students; where we think we may be pushing them beyond their comfort zone we may need to make engagement optional and provide the information to make it easy for them to decide whether to participate or not. So, for example, one student commented: 
“I am finding this course absolutely fascinating, but I am computer illiterate, in fact I find it v. time consuming and annoying trying to find my way around an on-line course system, perhaps because I have recently been used to face-to-face lectures, seminars whilst doing a degree at Exeter university - in addition I am having to get to grips with a new computer since the last one crashed to death. Thus 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.” 

Another stated:

“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.” 

These types of responses were a useful insight into our student’s motivations and their learning strategies. We realised that we could not assume that a general shift was taking place towards the up take of participatory style online services. The reality was that for many the web was not a new opportunity to change their approach to learning but just a convenient source of information. This led us to formulate the Visitors –Residents principle.
Visitors and Residents
One of the aspects of social networking, even within an educational context, which our students were uncomfortable with was the creation of a ‘digital identity’. This was not the term they employed! Instead, it was evidenced by frequent statements of their need for privacy, and their distrust of the electronic environment’s ability to safeguard precious personal information.
‘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.’
At first sight our students would appear to fall into Prensky’s (2001) category of ‘Digital Immigrants’. Prensky writes: 
‘I've coined the term digital native to refer to today's students (2001). They are native speakers of technology, fluent in the digital language of computers, video games, and the Internet. I refer to those of us who were not born into the digital world as digital immigrants. We have adopted many aspects of the technology, but just like those who learn another language later in life, we retain an “accent” because we still have one foot in the past. We will read a manual, for example, to understand a program before we think to let the program teach itself. Our accent from the predigital world often makes it difficult for us to effectively communicate with our students…’

Prensky’s assumption is based on his conviction that unless individuals have grown up with digital technology, they will necessarily be ‘foreigners’. Many learn to speak the language fluently, but those with a fine-tuned ear will always hear their accent. His metaphor is therefore one of language (something easy to overlook given his choice of ‘territorial’ terms). 
The students surveyed and who participated in the Isthmus project allowed us to formulate an alternative metaphor, although one still based on ‘territory’: that of Visitors and Residents. We were faced with significant evidence from our students, ostensibly ‘Digital Immigrants’ on account of their age if nothing else, that their appropriation of online services did not seem to follow a simple pattern based on skill level. It seemed to depend on whether they saw the web as a ‘place to live’ or as a collection of useful tools. This underlying motivation led us to outline two main categories of distance learning student.

Visitors
Visitors are individuals who use the web as a tool in an organised manner whenever the need arises. They may book a holiday or research a specific subject. They may choose to use a voice chat tool if they have friends or family abroad. Often Visitors put aside a specific time to go online rather than sitting down at a screen to maintain their presence at any point during the day. They always have an appropriate and focused need to use the web but don’t ‘reside’ there. They are sceptical of services that offer them the ability to put their identity online as don’t feel the need to express themselves by participating in online culture in the same manner as Residents. 

Residents
Residents are individuals who live a percentage of their life online. The web supports the projection of their identity and facilitates relationships. These are people who have a persona online which they regularly maintain. This persona is normally primarily in social networking sites but it is also likely to be in evidence in blogs or comments, via image sharing services etc. Residents will, of course, interact with all the practical services such as banking, information retrieval and shopping etc but they will also use the web to socialise and to express themselves. They are likely to see the web as a worthwhile place to put forward an opinion. They often use the web in all aspects of their lives: professionally, for study and for recreation. In fact the resident considers that a certain portion of their social life is lived out online. The web has become a crucial aspect of how they present themselves and how they remain part of networks of friends or colleagues. 

In effect Residents have a presence online which they are constantly developing while Visitors log on, perform a specific task and then log off. 

This is of course not a polar distinction although it might be possible to think of the two categories as lying at each end of a continuum with respective ‘extreme’ characteristics. However, while our data would indicate that the portion of the population over 55 is predominantly made up of Visitors there are examples of Residents in this section of the demographic. Similarly it is the case that not everyone younger than 25 is a Resident. It is not always easy to spot who is in each category as the level of sophistication with which a Visitor might use any single service might well be greater than that of a Resident. Again, this is not a skill based distinction. We know of at least one ed-tech researcher who considers himself to be a Visitor out of choice.

From a learning perspective, Residents are likely to have arranged some sort of system to manage the relationship between services and the flow of information through their browser but this does not mean that they will be any more effective at researching a specific topic than Visitors. This is why data from a survey that simply asks what online services a group of students use is next to useless. 

This Visitor-Resident distinction is useful when considering which technologies to provide for online learners. For example if your learners are mainly Visitors they are unlikely to take advantage of any feed based system for aggregated information you may put in place. They are also unlikely to blog or comment as part of a course. The Resident will expect to have the opportunity to offer opinions on topics and to socialise around a programme of study. In fact they are likely to find ways of doing this even if they are not ‘officially’ provided. We offered membership of a Facebook group to our students as they left their online courses. Many signed-up without question as they wanted to stay in touch with fellow students and continue discussions. The remainder saw the group as pointless and a possible invasion of privacy. Both sides of this argument are correct… It’s a question of approach and motivation. 
For example mappings of individuals and student groups on the Visitor-Resident continuum see appendix A.

Institution as Catalyst
The advent of electronic communication, and especially of services such as social networking sites, quickly presented an unexpected challenge to Higher Education Institutions. Much development was taking place of web-based tools and services which educational institutions realised had a significant potential benefit to learners. Since the development was taking place by private industry, however, institutions had to decide whether to ‘buy into’ (perhaps an inappropriate term, given that most of these services and tools were free) existing products, or whether to take the ideas and adapt them to develop their own. Both approaches had advantages and disadvantages. Developing an ‘own’ product required serious investment of time and money. Although this option offered institutions the possibility of leapfrogging the original pioneers and creating purpose-built material, it also ran the risk of not getting it ‘right’ and required ongoing, indefinite investment and support. Using products developed and owned by outside companies, however, immediately posed the threat of legal difficulties as any content placed in them was automatically owned by them. Institutions had no control not only of many aspects of the learning activity, nor of the content itself or of the possibility of influencing the way in which the products operated. 

Neither option was therefore satisfactory. One attempt to find a way forward was in the development of Personal Learning Environments (PLEs). 
‘A PLE is characterized by the freeform use of a set of lightweight services and tools that belong to and are controlled by individual learners. Rather than integrating different services into a centralized system, the idea is to provide the learner with a myriad of services and hand over control to her to select and use the services the way she deems fit. A PLE driven approach does not only provide personal spaces, which belong to and are controlled by the user, but also requires a social context by offering means to connect with other personal spaces for effective knowledge sharing and collaborative knowledge creation. (Mohamed A. Chatti, ‘Personal Environments Loosely Joined’

While in principle the notion seems appealing, in practice real difficulties are emerging mainly because students are then asked to manage their own learning. This was something which required sophisticated skills not only in the activity of learning but also in handling and interacting within a range of different electronic environments. Certainly at this point in the west’s educational history (although it is probably something to aspire to), few learners even at HE level exhibit the necessary independence, motivation and lateral thinking that would enable them to successfully use a PLE for their study. 
The ‘New Media Literacy’ strand of the Isthmus project engaged with these challenges and explored ways in which the institution might develop an important role in equipping students with sufficient skills to navigate and make use of web-based tools and services. The goal was to make full use of privately-owned products but to scaffold this and support students by guiding them in their usage of these services. We built a website
 which provided a courseware guide, as well as offering learning and technical support. 56% of students consulted the site and 36% of these actually tried some of the services and tools suggested there. Feedback was generally positive. In addition to the student who was delighted to find facilities that he/she could transfer into his/her ‘daily role’ (see previous quote), one or two explored new courseware. More work now needs to go into extending and promoting the site and demonstrating its usefulness and relevance to students’ learning. 
Understanding the Institution as a ‘catalyst’ which provides learning support information alongside technical support to demonstrate the benefits of using certain Web2.0 type services means that the Institution must develop ways in which this can be effectively done. The Isthmus project website has proved reasonably successful, but there are undoubtedly more ways in which students can be introduced to services and tools which need to be explored. What we consider has been demonstrated is firstly an appropriate alternative to the original negative dichotomy, and secondly, that with relatively little effort, we can enhance our students’ learning quite significantly. 
Conclusion
Currently there is much interest in the notions of ‘digital literacy’ and ‘digital identity’ within the elearning community. Implicit in these discussions is the concept that students are increasingly ‘moving online’. Statistically, this may be the case but we need to consider in what manner they are moving online. The Isthmus project highlighted that while many students are happy to study online this does not mean they see an advantage in creating what the elearning community might term a ‘digital identity’. The project indicated that it is possible to take advantage of the web for learning without becoming ‘Resident’ online beyond a profile in the institutional VLE and an email address. 
There is no doubt that many of the emerging services on the wider web can be incorporated into an efficient learning strategy by students. However, to students who have an established approach to their learning it is not always clear what the advantages of these services can be. At an early age all of us will have been taught at some level how to use an institutional library and why it is relevant educationally. The Isthmus project highlighted that often students need to be taken through a similar process with regards to the web. We cannot assume that students who are deeply engaged in social networking sites or experts at online communication understand how to use the web to further their education. Similarly, we can’t assume that those who are established, expert learners will see the relevance of services such as Delicious, youTube or Skype. The headline findings from the Isthmus project indicate that it is essential for elearning providers to come to a qualitative understanding of their student groups and not to make implementation decisions based on the statistical uptake of services alone.
Appendix A

Visitor-Resident Mappings
Below are some example mappings using the Visitor-Resident principle. In this case we have included an institutional-non-institutional axis as well as this was a significant factor in the Isthmus project.

All of the coloured areas within the axis represent potential usage of technology or type of activity. The mappings should be seen a giving a sense of students approach to the web rather than being a close reading of specific technology usage.
Exemplar Student Group Mappings: 
A mapping of the students involved in the Isthmus pilots


[image: image3.emf]
The blue area is a mapping of the general approach to the web of mature distance learners who take part in the online short courses delivered by the Department for Continuing Education at the University of Oxford. These tutored courses run for 10 weeks via a Moodle VLE and are mainly in humanities subjects such as art history, philosophy and literature. The majority of these students have pre-formed learning strategies and existing peer networks. While they might use Resident-style technologies non-institutionally, their traditional, individualistic approach to learning means that they don’t tend to see the relevance of informal or ‘social’ online services in relation to their courses. Motivated to learn and with strong networks of friends and family these students don’t generally look to their courses as an opportunity to socialise and prefer to concentrate on moving deeper into their chosen subject.

A mapping of what is typically assumed to be the nature of a ‘traditional’ face-to-face undergraduate group. 


[image: image4.emf]
Here is what we implicitly assume a traditional, 18-21 year old undergraduate student group to be. Being Resident on the web is crucial for their personal lives, a process which is normally mediated via social networking sites. They are also fairly comfortable with bringing their use of social networking/ blogging/microblogging across to facilitate their learning. For example, setting up a Facebook group to organise a collaborative project or getting involved in an institutional blogging system. This type of student group would be looking to an institution to provide both an opportunity to learn and a new network of friends. However, it is dangerous to assume that this mapping is accurate. Many student groups are homogenously mapped as being ‘Digital Natives’ or assumed to be highly Resident even though the truth is much more complex.

Exemplar Mapping of Two Student ‘Types’ 

A mapping of a ‘extreme visitor’ student such as were fairly common on the courses the Isthmus project piloted on.
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This represents a mature Visitor-style individual taking an online distance course. They rarely use the web in their personal lives and consider the medium to be not much more than a convenient method of delivering content. Their most Resident activity would be occasionally contributing to discussion forums on their course. They don’t see lifelong learning as an opportunity to socialise and therefore don’t see any value in participatory services that don’t focus on course content.

An example mapping of a student who is more Resident institutionally than personally.
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This is an example of an individual who is happy to engage with online informal/social services as part of their learning strategy but does not feel the need to be Resident at a strictly personal level. They might manage their collaborative learning via microblogging, for example, but have no personal photos uploaded to a social networking site.

� � HYPERLINK "http://onlinesupport.conted.ox.ac.uk/nml/index.php" ��http://onlinesupport.conted.ox.ac.uk/nml/index.php� 
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