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	Section One: Summary

	During this period the project has drawn on initial research and analysis and moved forward to the implementation phase. The most significant decision has been to split the implementation activities into a series of distinct pilots:

1. Persistent Community: Facilitating a community of students which exists across courses and beyond the end of courses.

2. Further Communication: Providing opportunities for students to communicate informally or socially while they are studying.

3. Persistent Identity: Providing students with the same profile when they take multiple standalone courses and, more significantly, allowing them access to their course and the work they have done after the end of a course.

4. Mobile Participation: Providing elements of courses for mobile devices.
5. New Media Literacy: Educating students as to how they can take advantage of recent developments on the web.

As our initial research phase defined exactly what our pilots should be, it became clear that the 'bridging' issues that Isthmus is attempting to tackle needed to be approached in isolation to make the project more manageable and easier to communicate to stakeholders. This is a significant change in approach from our original plan to implement one integrated pilot, but one we realised was necessary to realistically achieve our aims.
Our initial notion of 'opening up' the Moodle VLE to a two-way flow of material and communication with Web 2.0 tools has remained valid in terms of the changing culture online. However, our research found that the majority of our students were not engaged with such tools and did not have the 'new media literacy' required to take advantage of them. This does not mean that the students are not fairly sophisticated users of the web, but that they use the web, and the tools on it, for specific purposes at specific times rather than using them for their own sake. This finding, which is discussed in more detail below, has shaped our approach as we seek to avoid introducing “user owned” technologies that most of our users do not own. Instead, the project has shifted its emphasis towards exploring the interface between these tools, our courses and how our students might really benefit from the potential affordances of these technologies to enhance their course experience.
It is worth noting that the main focus of the Isthmus project is on dealing with user-owned technologies on the web (and most of the comments in this report refer to this); however, our initial surveys did indentify that the one technology the vast majority of our users own is a mobile phone, although it is less clear whether they would be interested in using this for their learning. As a result of this, the mobile participation pilot hopes to explore this area further, although slightly separately to the main pilots.

Whilst exploring the issues identified above, we have kept to our principle of integrating existing technology rather than creating new software. This has proved to be a good choice as many of the integrations and functionalities we are seeking to explore are being tracked in new releases of Moodle. In effect, our ability to code is out stripped by the speed of the Moodle team. This has also validated our perception of this project as being as much, if not more ,about how to identify which of the ever proliferating technologies available to integrate with our provision, and having done so, how to support this process with our stakeholders.
The project has completed eleven interviews: six face-to-face, and five by telephone (as a result of our global student cohort), which have shaped the form of the pilots outlined above. The interview data was cross referenced with survey data, our research questions and our general understanding of our students as a basis for the multiple pilot approach.
In December 2007, Deborah Goodbody, our project manager, left TALL. Deborah’s departure did temporarily slow down the project; however, project management responsibilities have now been transferred to David White and we are making up the time that was lost.


	Section Two: Activities and Progress

	Evaluation

The follow-up interviews to the initial online surveys were undertaken in November and December 2007. The results were transcribed over the Christmas period and an initial analysis has been completed. A more through coding of the interview data is currently underway and will inform future phases of the pilots.

Pilots
In an attempt to ensure consistency across the project we have created a pilot template on the Isthmus website. In this way we hope that each pilot will be written-up in the same format. As the pilots progress these templates will be completed.
The Persistent Community pilot is now in its second phase. It consists of a Facebook group which students are free to join at the end of their ten-week online courses. The Facebook group was first launched in late November and re-advertised to students in mid March. Take-up for the group has been good but activity in the forums is not as high as we would like. This pilot generated a lot of discussion amongst the project team as it cut across pedagogical, technical, management and legal issues. The debate took place in the project wiki: http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/trac.cgi/wiki/PersistentCommunityDiscuss
The Further communication pilot is due to launch in May 2008. There has been much discussion about the exact nature of this pilot as it also cuts across many areas of our course provision. Again, we hope to use a third-party service to support this pilot as we feel the challenges of using technology we don't own directly is a major aspect of the project. The first run of this pilot will be restricted to two courses, both to keep it feasible and also so any activity can be compared with similar courses which are not running the pilot. Many of the challenges we are facing with this pilot will be mirrored in other institutions if they attempt to implement this type of provision.
The Persistent Identity pilot is also due to launch in May 2008. We have been running a number of technical experiments for this pilot and have been discussing the exact nature of what we will make available to the students. In this case we have to balance flexibility with privacy.

The remaining pilots are currently in the exploratory phase and will be launched in the autumn term.

	Section Three: Institutional & Project Partner Issues

	We were careful to consult with JISC Legal and the University’s Legal Services Office before using Facebook for the Persistent Community pilot. In this way we have avoided any institutional issues. 
We have also been careful to consult with all those involved in delivering our courses, ranging from administrators to academics as piloting on live courses requires sensitivity to a wide range of issues. 

The project has no external partners.

	Section Four: Outputs and Deliverables

	The following documents/information has been published on the project wik

 HYPERLINK "http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/trac.cgi" 


 HYPERLINK "http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/trac.cgi" 


 HYPERLINK "http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/trac.cgi" i since the last report:

· A description of each of the pilots.

· Additional discussion around the first three pilots.

· An evolving evaluation plan.

· A mind-map connecting the research questions, the interview questions and the pilot plans.

Transcripts of the interviews are available for JISC, if required, (but are not on the wiki for data protection reasons). It is also possible to view the Facebook group, which forms the core of the Persistent Community pilot, at: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=7446086009. (Facebook login required)


	Section Five: Outcomes and Lessons Learned

	The Persistent Community pilot has proved that even simply starting a Facebook group cuts across a number of areas and draws in the following stakeholders and their areas of concern:

· The Public Programmes division of the Department for Continuing Education, who originate our courses and is academically responsible for them. They need to ensure that the students are not confused by a proliferation of technology and that they receive the teaching they expect.
· The online course admin team who, as the main point of contact for students beyond tutorial support, don't want to confuse students with too many options.
· The course tutors, who need to know in which of the technologies the students expect to receive teaching.
· The Isthmus team, who are interested in what our non-traditional students, who are nevertheless very community focused within a course, make of social networking.

· The TALL unit who want to experiment with new methods but need to keep IT support issues to a minimum.
· The University as a whole, who need to protect their brand and reputation.
In kicking off the Persistent Community pilot we had to be careful to keep all stakeholders on board, which lead to numerous meetings and discussions to make sure that everyone was happy with the approach.

Unsurprisingly the lesson learned here is that any provision which moves outside of the traditional course structure needs wide consultation. However, it is possible to reach a consensus, and pilot a community like this in a responsible way, even within the constraints of an extremely traditional institution such as Oxford.

Overall, we are not convinced that Facebook is the right solution for fulfilling the aims of the pilot. However, the lessons we have learned in setting up the group are very transferable to other forms of social networking or community facilitation services.
The most significant outcome of the project so far is the work we have done with the results from our initial surveys and interviews to attempt to understand the types of students we encounter and what this might mean for the approach we take to the pilots. Our initial categorisations of ‘student types’ and our current understanding of them are outlined below:
Aliens:

These individuals are visiting the web for a course, but they are not sure if they “come in peace”. They have no real understanding of the norms of the web, but can cope with an effectively scaffolded, extremely restricted, course environment if they are given a lot of support to get started and are only expected to perform a limited set of tasks.

Visitors:

These are individuals who use the web as an information tool in a larger toolkit that may include books, journals, television, newspapers etc. They put aside specific times to 'use the web' for a targeted purpose and then log-off. Visitors’ use of the web can be quite sophisticated and include tasks such as booking a flight or researching a topic. Visitors are unlikely to use Web 2.0 tools, such as Delicious, Flickr or feeds, but they will use Google, Wikipedia, and YouTube.  Visitors tend to take notes from their web-based research in a Word document or on paper. The main distinction between Visitors and the categories that follow is that Visitors are either wary of privacy issues or see no benefit in presenting a persona online. (Of those interviewed, the individuals who chose not to join Facebook cited personal security as the reason for not joining the group.) 
Tourists:

It could be argued that participation in one of our online distance learning courses moves some of our students form being Aliens or Visitors to being Tourists. The format of our courses encourages students to use the web in a more in depth way for a limited time period. For the duration of their course, students have a basic persona online (albeit visible only to a select few) and engage in fairly sophisticated online behaviours both in terms of online discussion, using forums, and personal reflection using tools such as blogs. It seems at the moment that most of our students are most comfortable exhibiting Tourist behaviour within the confines of a course and revert to being Visitors once a course is over. However, it is hoped that the Isthmus project may encourage some students to move further along this continuum to get more from their use of the web beyond their online course.

Residents:

These are individuals who are in some way resident on the web. They are likely to have an account with a social networking site, use other Web 2.0 tools regularly and carry out a portion of their lives online. The web is integral to their work and their social life. Some of their 'identity' resides online.

The strength of these distinctions is that they are not gender or age based (in contrast to the 'digital native' concept) and this is especially helpful when considering the lifelong learner (more than 50% of our students are over 40 years old). Our research indicates that whilst a higher percentage of our students, are Visitors, a significant number become Tourists, for the duration of a course, and this could be extended with the right support. Certainly a non trivial number of our students are Residents and the apparent trend in 'Silver Social Surfing' would indicate that more people of retirement age are becoming resident on the web.

These distinctions also help us calibrate our approach to introducing tools in this space. The ratio of Residents to Visitors and others in a student body should influence the manner in which technologies to support the learning experience are implemented and managed. This is a principle that applies across the HE sector as traditional undergraduate will still represent a mixture of types if, as we suspect, even “digital natives” are far from totally resident.

It is worth noting that we do not want to imply that any of these categories of students is any more desirable than the others. A clear feature of lifelong learning generally is that learners need to understand why they would want to do something to really engage. From our research thus far, this is as true for the web generally, as for specific learning opportunities. Thus, if we do genuinely believe that the web, and the newer tools available on it, have much to offer learners we need to find a way to convince them that this is the case. So the challenge is not only to make a useful tool available but to show why it can benefit a student. This is something the new media literacies pilot hopes to address.

	Section Six: Evaluation

	Initial analysis of the online surveys and the follow-up interviews, coupled with information from other sources such as, course evaluation forms, the course admin team and tutors has enabled us to start to identify some overarching ways of categorising our students to help us predict their interaction on our online courses and with user-owned technologies.  This is outlined in the outcomes and lessons learned section above.

We have now produced an evaluation plan for the pilot phase, which is available on the project website (http://isthmus.conted.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/trac.cgi/wiki/EvaluationPlan). It is worth noting that the main change in this is the removal of the use of video logs. This was done in response to the useful guidance on appropriate evaluation provided by the Glenaffric session in the autumn programme meeting, which helped us identify that, in light of our disaggregated pilots and the nature of our students, this would not provide us with the real information we needed to effectively answer the questions that this project seeks to explore.

	Section Seven: Dissemination

	The project has been well represented at JISC events and has fed across into the Phoebe, Habitat and Mosaic projects that TALL is currently running.
David White and Russell Francis are currently co-writing a paper about the project which focuses on the interview results and discusses the ways in which the mature lifelong learner is appropriating new opportunities on the web.

David White is giving a talk entitled Blurring Boundaries: Taking Advantage of Society Online at the 'Shock of the Old' conference in Oxford on 4 April 2008. (Slides are available from: http://www.slideshare.net/whitedavepaint/blurring-boundaries-taking-advantage-of-society-online/.)
The project has also been blogged about regularly on the TALL blog.  Isthmus tagged posts can be viewed at: http://tallblog.conted.ox.ac.uk/index.php/category/isthmus/.

	Section Eight: Risks, Issues and Challenges

	As mentioned earlier, keeping a balance between pedagogical, technical, management and legal issues as we use third-party services has been a challenge. This is mainly because few precedents have been set. The project has used the document from Edinburgh University's guidelines as a starting point: www.vp.is.ed.ac.uk/content/1/c4/12/45/GuidelinesForUsingExternalWeb2.0Services-20070823.pdf. We have also talked to the newly formed JISC Web2Rights group http://www.web2rights.org.uk/. We envisage this process becoming easier as more institutions set precedents with their use of services such as Facebook and Google docs.

It is also challenging to evaluate the impact of the pilots that use informal services. For example, even if the forums in the Facebook group are relatively quiet the students could be successfully communicating using the social networking aspects of the service and the availability of this functionality is one of the reasons we didn't simply provide a Moodle forum for the community. This is part of a larger research challenge that has arisen in recent years because an increasing amount of activity on the web consists of informal private messages and social connections. In terms of community formation this activity is crucial but remains hidden to the researcher. In terms of the Isthmus project this makes assessing the success or otherwise of the Facebook group challenging. Having said this, we fairly sure now that the forums in Facebook do not have the level of functionality our students need to sustain a good quality discussion and we will be looking at the availability of alternative forum plug-ins for the group.
It is also worth noting that we may be overreaching in trying to run five pilots within this project. Especially as three of those pilots will be run multiple times. During the summer, we will assess this situation as we need to balance out pilot and evaluation activity.
Another risk is that the project becomes too granular over the pilots, making it difficult to identify overarching principles. We have also found that the multiple pilot approaches can confuse stakeholders who are not in the core of the project team. We have taken steps to make sure this problem is kept under control but it could continue to be a challenge.

	Section Nine: Collaboration and Support

	Isthmus is mainly focused on the implementation and integration of existing software. It is not attempting to 'build' anything new. The strand meeting on 12/03/08 was a useful opportunity to share the challenges we have been having and to learn from the other projects, especially in relationship to social networking services. Our plans have moved away from using widgets and micro formats, so we have had less contact with the Ravensbourne project than we initially anticipated.

	

	


	
	
	
	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


	Section Eleven: Next Steps

	· Our main next step is to launch the Informal Communication and the Persistent Identity pilots at the end of April.
· Evaluation is also critical aspect of the next stage of the project as more pilots start to generate data.

· We will also be looking to increase our dissemination of the project as we learn from the pilot activities.



Checklist:

Before you return this report:

· Ensure that your project webpage on the JISC site is up to date and contains the correct information. Attach details of any required amendments to this report. Project web pages can be found from: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/projects.aspx.

· If there have been any changes to the original project plan and/or work packages, ensure that amended copies of the relevant sections of your project plan are attached to this report.
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