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Executive Summary
[bookmark: _Toc231100011][bookmark: _Toc231116876][bookmark: _Toc234075851][bookmark: _Toc234302432][bookmark: _Toc234303236][bookmark: _Toc234633478][bookmark: _Toc234852325][bookmark: _Toc257129918][bookmark: _Toc259395224][bookmark: _Toc259550545]Background
The prescribed use of a learning management system at Deakin University in 2003 has led to a considerable increase in the adoption of technologies to support learning, resulting in many academics using a blended approach to their teaching (a mix of face-to-face and online paradigms). Students have also accepted the use of online technologies with an expectation that many elements of their learning will have an online component. 
In line with these developments at the coalface, the University’s Teaching and Learning Functional Area Plan (Deakin University, 2008) provides a definition of flexible education and Principle 7 of the Teaching and Learning Plan gives direction to flexibility indicating that Deakin will provide “a learning environment that is flexible and responsive to student support needs” (sic, p9).
The Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic), through the Institute of Teaching and Learning (ITL), has committed to benchmark the University’s activities and performance in flexible education in accordance with Action 7.3 of the Teaching and Learning Plan which directs ITL to:
“Establish a group of national and international universities, with a similar profile in the area of flexible education, with which to develop a mutually beneficial benchmarking exercise.” (sic, p20)
The first stage of the project, an internal assessment at Deakin, was undertaken through the participation of members of ITL, Knowledge Media Division (KMD), the Library, Information Technology Services Division (ITSD), Faculty and Faculty support staff. The outcomes of this exercise are reported in Coldwell (2009). 
The second stage of the project was a review of Australian flexible learning practice as represented by Deakin University’s benchmark partner institutions, the University of Southern Queensland, University of New England, and the University of Wollongong (visits 1 – 3). The outcomes of these visits are reported in Coldwell (2009b).
This report is a review of international flexible learning practice as represented by Deakin University’s international benchmark partner institutions – the Open University of the UK (UKOU) and Athabasca University (AU), Canada (visits 4 and 5).
Both UKOU and AU provide tertiary education opportunities for students via distance education. At the undergraduate level at least they do not have on campus students. This has dictated to a large extent the form that flexibility has developed into in both institutions and how eTechnologies are used to support students. Both institutions are world-renowned for their high quality research into distance education, including innovative use of technologies to support online and distance learning. However, theory has not been translated into widespread adoption of online teaching and learning practices (particularly as understood and practiced at Deakin University). However there is much to be learnt from investigating the constraints that have limited more extensive adoption of eTechnologies in these two institutions.
[bookmark: _Toc257129919][bookmark: _Toc259395225][bookmark: _Toc259550546]Outcomes of visits to international partners
[bookmark: _Toc257129920][bookmark: _Toc259395226]Flexibility in both institutions revolves around accommodating distance education students. Neither institution accommodates on campus students and, as a result, the models of education they have each adopted are quite different from that at Deakin University. Further the majority of students at both institutions are not full time students but usually full time workers. Flexibility has also been provided for students through the delivery of open degree programs where students can choose the pathway through the program. This degree model has its limitations as it is not possible to provide for professional or vocational requirements (such as may be imposed by accrediting bodies). AU are able to maintain a high level of flexibility as many students are not completing AU qualifications but rather undertaking complementary enrolment courses to complete their degree at another institution.
In both institutions it has been recognised that in order to meet the needs of professionally recognised qualifications, their existing definition of flexible education has to be compromised to have defined pathways within the program of study and to move away from open-ended start and end dates for courses and have cohorted classes.
Both institutions rely on part time tutors to support students at the coalface. Faculty are expected to undertake course development and research but not necessarily do any teaching. As a result staff are hesitant to adopt technology in their courses, because faculty do not appreciate how it can support student learning and because tutors are concerned about the increased workload it will create. 
UKOU has a longer history than AU of ICT use to support student learning and this has manifested itself in the more stringent performance indicators it has in place, for example acceptable infrastructure downtime being measured in hours at UKOU and days at AU. The processes at AU are not yet ramped up to fully support eLearning. 
Student support is very important to both institutions and is a key factor in student satisfaction. Associate lecturers are responsible for marking assignments and providing rich feedback to students; these activities rate highly amongst students with respect to good learning experiences from their respective institutions.
Both institutions were unanimous that pedagogy should drive technology. However, staff do not appreciate being given a tool set and told to use it. They want to be involved in the selection process even if they do not have any skills to offer to the selection process. Both institutions had quality assurance processes in place on materials production, whether they are paper-based or electronic. However, this did impact negatively on the timelines for delivery of materials. 
Finally, both institutions are grappling with the problem of determining the learning and IT literacy skills of incoming students and providing adequate training if they did not meet the basic benchmark.
[bookmark: _Toc257129921][bookmark: _Toc259395227][bookmark: _Toc259550547]Concluding Remarks
There is no such animal as a totally flexible education experience. Flexibility is compromised as soon as institutional constraints are considered. The institutions that are successfully delivering flexible education are doing so because their definition of flexibility takes into account not only student learning needs, but also the priorities of the institution itself and the constraints of the qualification being undertaken. Therefore the student learning experience matches what the institution is capable of delivering – resulting in satisfaction for all stakeholders. 
An important factor in the successful delivery of flexible education (however it is defined) is sustainability. Both the UK Open University and Athabasca University have achieved this through the extensive employment of associate lectures at the student coalface, not members of Faculty whose focus is on course development and research.
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[bookmark: _Toc259550548]Background to the Benchmarking Project
The prescribed use of a learning management system at Deakin University in 2003 has led to a considerable increase in the adoption of technologies to support learning resulting in many academics using a blended approach in their teaching (a mix of face-to-face and online paradigms). Students have also accepted the use of online technologies with an expectation that many elements of their learning will have an online component. 
In line with these developments at the coalface, the University’s Teaching and Learning Functional Area Plan (Deakin University, 2008) provides a definition of flexible education as an “environment where there exists opportunities for choice in:
· the time at which study occurs;
· the pace at which the learning proceeds;
· the place in which study is conducted;
· the content that is studied;
· the forms of assessment employed;
· the option to collaborate with others or to learn independently;
· how teaching is staffed; and
· the mix of these in any given course or unit.” (p5)
Principle 7 of the Teaching and Learning Plan gives direction to flexibility indicating that Deakin will provide “a learning environment that is flexible and responsive to student support needs” (sic, p9).
The Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic), through the Institute of Teaching and Learning (ITL), has committed to benchmark the University’s activities and performance in flexible education in accordance with Action 7.3 of the Teaching and Learning Plan which directs ITL to:
“Establish a group of national and international universities, with a similar profile in the area of flexible education, with which to develop a mutually beneficial benchmarking exercise.” (sic, p20)
The focus of the benchmarking exercise was determined to be the effective use of information and communications technologies (ICTs) in enabling cost-effective provision of flexible education for various student cohorts. Given that, operationally, ICTs are key enablers of the various forms of flexibility valued by staff and students at Deakin, it was determined to focus the benchmarking exercise on the University’s performance in e-learning. This facilitated the use of the Australasian Council on Open, Distance and E-Learning (ACODE) benchmarks for e-learning in universities. There are eight (8) benchmarks in the ACODE portfolio covering all aspects of e-learning from policy and governance to staff and student support (ACODE, 2007).
The first stage of the project, an internal assessment at Deakin, was undertaken through the participation of members of ITL, Knowledge Media Division (KMD), the Library, Information Technology Services Division (ITSD), Faculty and Faculty support staff. The outcomes of this exercise are reported in Coldwell (2009a). 
The second stage of the project was a series of interviews conducted at Deakin University’s national benchmark partner institutions - the University of Southern Queensland (USQ), the University of New England (UNE), and the University of Wollongong (UOW). Site visits were undertaken at the latter part of 2008. The outcomes are reported in Coldwell (2009b).
The third, and final, stage of the project was a series of interviews conducted at Deakin University’s international benchmark partner institutions – the Open University of UK (UKOU) and Athabasca University, Canada (AU). Site visits were undertaken in the latter part of March 2009. This report summarises the outcomes of these two visits.
Both UKOU and AU provide tertiary education opportunities for students via distance education. At the undergraduate level at least they do not have on campus students. This has dictated to a large extent the form that flexibility has developed into in both institutions and how eTechnologies are used to support students. Both institutions are world-renowned for their very high quality research into distance education, including innovative use of technologies to support online and distance learning. However, theory has not been translated into widespread adoption of online teaching and learning practices (particularly as understood and practised at Deakin University). 
The interviews undertaken at UKOU and AU were with individuals or groups representing different sections of their institution, including teaching and learning support services, information technology support, student services and the Library. The interview schedule in both cases was informed by the topics covered by the ACODE benchmarks that were most relevant to that section, but participants were encouraged to talk about best practice as they understood it being implemented in their areas and their institution generally. The report concludes with a summary that extracts elements of practice from each interview at each institution which will inform future recommendations for best practice at Deakin University.



[bookmark: _Toc259550549]Visit 4 - The Open University, United Kingdom
As a dedicated distance education provider, the Open University (UKOU) was the first to use communication technologies to support students - audio cassettes and television in the first instance. Computer technologies were introduced in the 1980s and the Internet in the 1990s. UKOU has led the way in, and has gained worldwide recognition for, its research into innovative use of ICT to support learning and teaching.
The UKOUs mission is to be “open to people, places, methods and ideas. It promotes educational opportunity and social justice by providing high-quality university education to all who wish to realise their ambitions and fulfil their potential.”[footnoteRef:1] The university has around 150,000 undergraduate and more than 30,000 postgraduate students; approximately 10,000 students have disabilities. Nearly all students are studying part-time. About 70 per cent of undergraduate students are in full-time employment and more than 50,000 students are sponsored by their employers. The university has an ‘open’ policy as far as entry requirements are concerned. Nearly all courses, including undergraduate certificates, diplomas and degrees, have no entry requirements, other than a minimum age requirement of 16 years. Named degrees (professionally oriented and postgraduate courses) do have minimum entry requirements. Approximately one third of the UK-based undergraduate students commencing studies at the Open University have done so with lower entry qualifications than are normally required by other UK universities. [1:  http://www.open.ac.uk/about/ou/p2.shtml] 

[bookmark: _Toc259550550]Flexible Learning
Historically flexibility has been offered through the open degree where students could select their program of study from a range of courses (units at Deakin). However, the University is now moving toward more defined pathways, with an increase in the number of named degrees on offer. This allows for stronger, more well-defined curricula with the ability to assume that required skills have been covered in earlier courses. 
Flexibility in terms of open start and end dates, student discretion as to when assessment is completed, flexibility in exam dates, was trialled in a Masters program but was abandoned as the retention rate was very poor. Students need constraints in order to have goals to work towards. The trend now is to offer flexibility around fixed features which are generally built around assessment requirements. Courses have defined start and end dates, fixed assessment schedules and have a “cohort” of students enrolled.
Generally UKOU do not use a semester or trimester calendar. Many courses start in February and consist of 32 weeks of study. There are some shorter courses and some of these do start in October and a few in May. Most students may only take one or two courses per year as most are not full time students.
[bookmark: _Toc259550551]Governance Support
There is strong governance support at the course level but this aspect is still being developed for named degrees. The challenge is to balance the requirements for the still popular open degree with those of named award pathways which have stronger dependencies on previous courses studied. Named award regulations need to be very clear and take into account the open award options. For example, professional accreditation of awards often requires evidence of group or team work being completed as part of the award. This causes issues with course development as group work is not common in traditional UKOU courses. The Centre for Outcomes Based Education (COBE) has developed a process to map learning outcomes in courses and awards to learning objectives for courses and awards to provide some quality assurances for accreditation requirements. The mapping is designed to check that stated learning outcomes for an award are taught, developed and assessed in courses and awards. This level of compliance is not required for the Open degree.
Traditionally the Teaching and Learning strategy was separate, but related to, the eLearning strategy. There are no policies specifically relating to online teaching and learning, but legacy policies have been translated to incorporate aspects of eLearning. These are now over 5 years old; they were developed when the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) was first implemented and designed to set the direction for adoption of online teaching and learning. Currently a revised teaching and learning strategy is being developed at the highest levels and it is expected that eLearning will be embedded into it. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550552]eTechnologies to support Learning and Teaching
Academic and Administrative Computing Services (AACS) are responsible for supporting all the computer infrastructure (including networks, access, security, hardware and software) for all administrative and student facing systems. A consistent approach to service provision across all responsibilities has been adopted. Infrastructure support includes a call centre and administrative helpdesk. Most systems are available 24/7. Even major upgrades result in minimal downtime. For example, a major VLE upgrade undertaken in 2009 resulted in just a 30 minute downtime. AACS have developed a fault tolerant system which includes such features as two independent connections to the Internet via two separate links and two data centres on site amongst others. They utilise a deep testing environment which includes acceptance, building and training systems (with up to three different versions of the system available at any one time).  There is tight coupling between administrative systems and the VLE such as the student administrative system, in a similar manner as Callista and Blackboard at Deakin. Under certain circumstances this tight coupling is proving problematic and AACS is experimenting with Service Oriented Architectures to try and decouple the links.
Out of hours support for systems is a significant part of AACS’ responsibility. Technicians are on call (rostered) 24/7; operational staff undertake manual testing and monitor operations. There are approximately 23 technicians dedicated to supporting systems. Currently there are 15 developers dedicated to working on the VLE with upwards of 60 developers working on companion systems. AACS has a bigger development team (compared to other tasks) than most equivalent sized commercial organisations. This reflects the importance UKOU place on keeping developments in house. Teaching and learning services and administrative services have approximately 300 dedicated servers and 200 virtual servers. 
AACS support a wide variety of systems, several different types of databases and many versions of everything! There are three primary operating systems, 4½ database platforms (mysql is the ½!), some of these coming about as a result of legacy systems and others as a result of least bad choice of system to support requirements. It is a significant challenge to support such a diverse range of systems and technologies.  Users are used to having systems customised to suit their specific needs, making upgrades and changes a challenging exercise. As a result development and maintenance teams are one and the same. There are some separate testing teams for systems that are large, mission critical and/or student facing (the latter being a key driver). Disability/accessibility testing requirements are rigorous; British University standards are high and have to be met. 
Twenty four hour support is provided on site Monday to Friday. At weekends on site support is provided from 8am to 11 pm. Approximately 8 people, including some part-time staff, service this support. Many systems can be monitored remotely the only exception being the printers. There is a Duty Manager on call at all times. AACS provide home computing facilities to support staff. 
Evaluation data is based on hard metrics usually. For example if two or more tickets are raised about the same thing by students or tutors then a message will be entered on the phone system. It is possible to monitor the performance of most systems in use. Reports on transaction response times are monitored. AACS try to be proactive in identifying and rectifying any potential faults that may be highlighted by changes in response times. Significant faults are reported as an “incident”. The severity and length of impact determine what happens to the incident. Outcomes are usually as a result of collaboratively working on a resolution with relevant staff. Communication with students is via appropriate forums such as the student magazine if explanations of an incident and reporting of subsequent actions or process put in place to improve service is warranted. AACS is not complacent about addressing incidents. 
The current help and support system is becoming too complex. There are two help desks, one for students and tutors and one for everyone else. There are three contact centres that look after student registrations, bookings and exam centres. Administratively this is not necessarily a good model as it is too unwieldy. AACS are investigating ticketing systems for help desk enquiries as a long term solution, but there is a feeling within AACS that people will stop talking to each other and rely solely on the ticketing system. At the operational level, a whiteboard is used to record and monitor incidents in addition to the existing ticketing system.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]AACS usually become involved informally early in project planning for innovations involving new technologies. They may commence some research and development of their own in parallel with course development teams, but focusing on the technology being introduced. For larger projects, technology project teams have to be resourced. For smaller projects there may be sufficient internal resources to manage the project. AACS prefer to be involved early in any development process to avoid any unnecessary re-working of less than optimal designs. 
Currently, Moodle is being used as the basis of the VLE. It was not that long ago that online technologies where seen as simply augmenting traditional modes of learning. Now not only are they replacing existing processes but are also extending the processes beyond traditional ones. It is estimated that 1 in 3 students use the system per day (upwards of 40K students per day). Because of the size and extent of UKOU, gate-keeping processes are very strong. For example an early course on ICT and the Internet had a small enrolment of just 1000 (!) students which grew very rapidly to 34,000 students straining the online component of the system quite dramatically. 
UKOU are investigating a range of software to provide email hosting and document repositories, including Google applications and Microsoft Live@edu amongst others. AACS are exploring the challenges of moving to such applications such as Google docs. These “external” systems tend to change too rapidly. UKOU needs some stability since many courses have lifecycles of 5+ years – much longer than Google/Microsoft lifecycles which can be as short as a few months. There is a need to keep control of support applications in house to mitigate the impact of the rate of change of technology. However there is the danger of reinventing the wheel by doing so.
[bookmark: _Toc259550553]Pedagogical support for eLearning
Academics, other than associate lecturers (tutors) have little direct contact with students. Their main role is in course development and research. Some academics choose to operate at the coalface, doing some tutoring. The consensus amongst academics is that they have been provided with a tool set that they have been directed to use but, generally, do not know how best to do so. Academics are unable to articulate what they require by way of eLearning unless they have an idea about what eLearning can, and is able to, offer. They need an awareness of the tools so that they can evaluate what might work well in their curriculum context. In order to increase adoption of the VLE it is perceived that there needs to be much better information available to staff on how to use it and how other people are using eLearning. Action is being taken to address this so that academics have the ability to consider how their pedagogical requirements could be supported by the tools. A shared language needs to be developed so that academics know how to ask for what they require resulting in the pedagogy driving tool development rather than the other way around. 
UKOU has a supported open learning environment using a blended learning approach between associate lecturers and students, although the contact is generally not face-to-face as the students study at a distance. Student to student interactions restrict the type of flexibility UKOU aspire to and are usually optional in a course. Face-to-face tutorials (residentials) are common in many courses but are generally not well attended. There is some debate within UKOU as to the value of residentials as many students successfully complete courses without attending residentials. 
Informal collaborations between students are starting to be enabled in courses but associate lecturers are nervous about the need to moderate them due to the perceived increase in workloads as well as the need to learn to use new technologies. 
UKOU are proactively promoting eLearning adoption. The Learning Innovation Office’s brief is to embed eLearning into teaching and learning and to push the boundaries through its innovative use. The focus of this promotion is threefold – enhancing existing systems; adoption of new technologies generally; and production of exemplar projects controlled by a project manager. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550554]Course Development
Course development is a major component of an academic’s workload. In the past it could take up to 3 years to approve and develop a course from start to finish. Print production was a major component of this time frame. The process has now been reduced to 1-1½ years through a reduced dependency on print materials. There is now a greater emphasis on electronic delivery through the learning management system. Once a course is implemented only minimal changes are made to it through its life. If major changes are required it becomes a new course. The average life of a course is 6 years but there may be several updates during this time including evolving content and use of teaching tools. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550555]Learning and Teaching Solutions
Learning and Teaching Solutions (LTS), the media production centre of UKOU, focus on 
“embrac[ing] and contribut[ing] to the influences that will change and shape learning. In an increasingly competitive and complex environment, LTS provides responsive and focused professional leadership in the application of media to supported open learning. Media professionals collaborate with academic specialists to develop, produce and deliver integrated, effective and engaging materials”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://www.open.ac.uk/equality-diversity/pics/d103301.pdf] 

LTS is divided in three units, Business, Planning, and Media and Strategic Development. It is also responsible for:
· ensuring copyright and intellectual property rights are observed;
· storage of physical resources;
· electronic resources which are held on databases hosted by Academic Computing Services – a joint responsibility. 
LTS have the capability to be involved with every course team and to contribute to course development, but they don’t have instructional designers as separate roles. Account managers and others from LTS work in teams with the course teams. Media Project Managers lead this process at the course team level, coordinating a media project team of editors, interactive media developers, sound and vision producers and graphics staff who work with the academic course team.  The aim is to support academics by providing the technical expertise to achieve learning outcomes in the most effective way. 
Language barriers exist between technical and media staff in LTS as well as between LTS and academics. To overcome the lack of instructional designers within their group, LTS are enhancing the skills of their staff through a learning media design course. LTS staff are media experts and this course is designed to extend their skills to embrace learning design, thus enabling improved support of academics. The aim is to give staff the confidence to talk to academics about achieving learning outcomes and to be able to discuss with, and advise, academics on the best blend of media to support the required learning outcomes. 
LTS are attempting to empower academics to be self-sufficient in the online delivery of some course components. However, any developments by academics still have to go through the quality assurance processes and meet QA requirements. The QA process is managed by LTS. 
Ongoing program development over the last few years has resulted in most courses having an online component. It is expected that all courses will do so within a relatively short timeframe. 
Traditionally, UKOU have been FirstClass users, but now Moodle is the delivery platform for the VLE. There is still extensive use of FirstClass but effort is being put into redeveloping the Moodle forums to mirror much of the functionality of FirstClass as possible. The quality of some Moodle modules (both features and functions) is not able to meet the large scale requirements of UKOU but these have been redeveloped in house. Seven developers have been committed to this task. Substantial effort has been put into redeveloping sections of Moodle code to ensure that it is robust and scalable in order to meet the huge demand that is placed on it through the huge numbers of students at UKOU. 
Development efforts are also being directed to ensure that the range of online applications already in place in UKOU that meet specific university requirements are accessible from Moodle. The in-house assignment submission tool has been plugged into Moodle as this was considered more appropriate than the functionality within Moodle itself. Elluminate Live and MyStuff (an eportfolio tool) have also been linked in to Moodle to provide an integrated experience for students. The UKOU’s formative assessment tool is much more sophisticated than the Moodle quiz tool and this too is used in favour of the Moodle one. The UKOU developed Grade Book has been integrated in Moodle by Moodle specifically to meet UKOU requirements, but is now mainlined in Moodle. The development of Moodle is ongoing and is expected to take a further two or so years. 
LTS is undertaking research into the student online experience, from their first access as a potential student all the way through to completion of their studies, including all aspects of online teaching and learning. This is a multi-disciplinary project across the university led by LTS, the Learning Innovation Office and Institute of Educational Technology (IET). 
Evaluations of courses occur at the conclusion of their first time of offer including a post-launch review. There is also an evaluation during the mid-life of the course. Faculties can commission a survey around a course for a specific need. Outcomes of post production evaluation remain within LTS and the owning faculty. LTS are extending the use of web analytics to identify and manage teaching quality and also as a means of intervention for students at risk. Identifying students at risk currently revolves around non-completion of summative assessment, but web analytics are expected to provide more immediate data allowing intervention strategies to be implemented earlier in the student’s UKOU experience. This project is in collaboration with Student Services.
Student Services manage associate lecturer evaluations by students. UKOU has also started to investigate why students drop out of their course. Evaluations are also being undertaken around pathways within qualifications to identify what paths students are selecting.
[bookmark: _Toc259550556]Staff Professional Development and Support
In the early 1970s the Institute of Educational Technology (IET) devised the distance education model and where responsible for adoption throughout the faculties. Over the intervening period, faculties have developed their own models of distance education delivery to suit the specific needs of their disciplines. 
As technology has developed so has IET’s role. In fact it has changed considerably incorporating provision of professional development for new staff as well as assisting continuing staff to incorporate emerging technologies into their course development. Professional Development programs are now targeting a staff of 11-12,000 people!
Professional development is IET’s key deliverable but this group are also involved in more strategic roles such as researching into communities of practice and social networking. The Master of Arts in online and distance education is used as a site for IET to experiment with innovative use of technology. The students are generally amenable to such experimentation since it is the nature of their course. IET is also involved with employer engagement, work placements and so on from the perspective of providing pedagogy and support for such activities.
Their role is also to evaluate courses systematically from the perspective of student experience and accessibility. A student survey is run annually with a sample size of approximately 38,000 students drawn from courses in various stages of their lifecycle. The survey is part of the student satisfaction assessment process. Quality assurance is the main driver for the survey as well as quality enhancement and management reporting. A survey completed by approximately 7000 associate lecturers is undertaken annually which seeks to identify their use of technology, their training needs, and assessing their preparedness for adoption of eLearning. Associate lecturer development is a joint venture between IET and Student Support. These evaluations can identify new tools and innovations as well as providing a constant cycle of quality improvement based on in-course feedback from students and associate lecturers. Evaluation is undertaken during course development to ensure the end product is fit for purpose. There is a rolling evaluation of the VLE itself to ensure ongoing accessibility and usability. There is an understanding that managing student expectations within the VLE is a key factor to a good student experience and understanding students’ experiences and expectations are imperative if they are to be managed well. 
The Professional Development Coordination Group (within IET) has prepared a roadmap of what professional development is available to staff. This can also be used for individual professional development planning as well as in assessing progress. A common problem is the even if staff are very skilled at using one technology, the requirements of a new incoming technology can be quite intimidating and demanding to learn. The roadmap is designed to identify needs and make available appropriate training. 
Professional development at UKOU aims to obviate the persistent myth that technology should be explored first and online pedagogy second. There is a recognition that bad teaching practice does not improve when ICT is incorporated – it stays bad and may even be more noticeably so. Many staff want a quick fix to incorporate ICT into their courses which is usually not available. Professional development encourages them to look at the design of their courses which then influences the use of technology - pedagogy first, technology second. 
At a practical level the Coordination Group are working with faculties to identify specific needs, addressing these particularly rather than using the rather outdated buckshot approach of providing workshops and expecting people to attend and learn from the experience, an approach which has been found to be ineffective. Professional development programs are framed by faculty requirements. This approach works better but the challenge is to engage staff in the process. Engaging Deans and Associate Deans with the process is a good starting point. Professional development works when it is provided within the academic’s context and frame of reference. It must be aligned with the strategic goals of the institution but still needs to be informed by the specific needs of faculties. Use of evidence to support innovation and change is a key factor in the success of the Coordination Group.
The university holds learning and teaching conferences annually to bring together curriculum, learning and teaching issues. However, it is those already converted who generally attend. The problem is how to reach the unconverted. Talking to Faculties about their particular needs is somewhat successful. A skills audit has been undertaken to identify individual needs so these can be addressed directly. A university-wide approach will commence to include all stakeholders in this process in the future. A personalised/targeted approach to PD works well but is more costly to run. The centralised, ‘on the web’ approach is opaque and generally not used. 
The Faculty of Education and Language Studies (FELS) is a good of example of PD working. The culture is supportive of innovation but the Faculty have taken up a lot of the support available at the expense of other projects. However, it has paid off in the long term. A one day Faculty centred workshop was run to ‘design’ a new course. The workshop included support from all sections of the university including LTS and AACS. This proved very successful and informative. It is a good model for supporting new developments when the support is needed. The approach is “getting back to basics” but it is heavily resource intensive. 
An intermediate approach to PD has been to develop a series of short introductory guides to learning and teaching drawing heavily on other people’s expertise. Information is provided on the web, but is text based. It is designed to be introductory to whet academics’ appetite. These are not just about using technology but also looking at pedagogical issues. This has reached a lot of people but the challenge is to communicate this information to associate lectures. A “learning fair” was held which show-cased the most popular guides with short presentations and poster sessions with the authors. This proved to be not just informative but also a good networking opportunity. It is expected that the event will continue on a regular basis. There is a need to develop a standard presentation to take to the thirteen regional centres as well as to the associate lecturers’ conference.  
UKOU offer a postgraduate certificate in teaching and learning (similar to Deakin’s GCHE) for academics to gain a teaching qualification. Associate lecturers are completing this qualification but it is proving to be difficult to crack the “is it necessary” response when encouraging full time academics to complete it. 
An informal group of new staff interested in eLearning have developed into a small community of practice within UKOU. This group is officially recognised within the institution but it is run informally – in a similar way as CDDE at Deakin University. There is also a research oriented (scholarship of teaching) group being developed at UKOU (similar to HERG at Deakin University).
IET are encouraging academics to explore different ways of teaching. Some fellowships are available to undertake projects in the eLearning arena. The big challenge for IET is how to disseminate the outcomes of all of these initiatives to those who most need to hear about them.
[bookmark: _Toc259550557]Student Services (including Teaching and Learner Support)
Student Services is a very large group, encompassing staff in thirteen regions. The main role of this group is to manage the associate lecturers, whose primary responsibility is marking assignments and providing comprehensive, rich feedback as this is a major component of the student’s learning experience. The extent of the feedback that students receive has probably been a good contributor to the good evaluations OU generally receive from students. Student services are also responsible for registrations (students enrolling)
Associate lecturers are contractually responsible to Regional Directors but their line managers come from within the Faculties. Associate lecturers are obliged to have online access. However, 93% of students have provided UKOU with a preferred email address, although computers are required for many student activities including administrative processes as well as learning activities. Those students without access for financial reasons receive support from the university to obtain a PC. UKOU are currently undertaking a project to help student across the digital divide.
Student services are focusing student support around the student journey, recognising that there are quite well defined points were support can make a difference. 
The support area consists of 1000 staff with 700 based in regional centres. They manage 1.25 million calls with increasing numbers of email (600,000+ last year). Student registration support is delivered from three locations. Students can register online but have to manage many phone calls and emails related to course choice and registration. 
Careers education, information, advice and guidance is delivered by phone, email and online (www.open.ac.uk/careers). Students can request an individual consultation from a professionally qualified careers adviser (there are approximately 0.5 advisors in each regional/national centre) and this is usually conducted by phone with increasing numbers of email requests. There are a small number of face to face consultation opportunities depending on the location.  
Since 2003/4 Student Services have been experimenting with themed online forums – this has proved very successful reaching the largest number of students. The forums are moderated by experienced and qualified careers advisors. The benefit is that it replicates the workshop situation allowing participants to learn not only from the moderator but also other participants. Student services are also investigating other ways of using forums to support students. One successful generic forum has been directed at induction, course choice and study skills. Also Student Services provide a series of timely e-messages which are sent to students preferred email address at key points during their study to provide information and links to other resources – this service was accessed by 200,000 students in 2008.
Connecting students to other groups such as employers via the virtual employer showcase – works well and is cost effective. It reaches a large number of people. Employers are directly involved in some of the student forums.  Careers recently worked with employers to develop video clips for the website which gave advice to students about the job seeking process. 
Although students with disabilities are a small proportion of the student population, there are still a very large number (9000) of them. Many have a combination of disabilities requiring a personalised approach to assistance. Assistive technologies are available either through government assistance or, if the student does not qualify for government support via the Disabled Student Allowance Scheme[footnoteRef:3]. UKOU also have some support schemes to help students[footnoteRef:4]. A key factor to assisting students with disabilities is to ensure that all courses are accessible. The needs of disabilities are embedded at the design stage of new courses but student services are investigating technologies and workflow related to course production through to end delivery to ensure that courses are accessible to the disabled. There are issues with external providers making their products accessible as they are often hesitant about putting in the resources to do so. There are also issues around making the VLE itself accessible. Within a course, what constitutes “reasonable adjustment” to accommodate a disability is something that is evolving, particularly as the technologies to support such students are improving and becoming more sophisticated. New legislation will force OU to be more ‘overtly’ proactive, as it will put the onus on the institution to demonstrate that it has made reasonable adjustments, rather than on the student to demonstrate that he/she has been discriminated against.  [3: http://www.open.ac.uk/access-centre/index.php and http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/DisabledPeople/EducationAndTraining/HigherEducation/DG_10034898]  [4:  http://www.open.ac.uk/disability/access-technology-loan-scheme.php, http://www.open.ac.uk/disability/small-equipment-loan.php, http://www.open.ac.uk/disability/interim-kit-loan-scheme.php] 

Academics are required to be more rigorous about specifying learning objectives that impact on inherent requirements within their courses. Course descriptions need to be explicit about what the challenges are, what solutions are embedded into the course and what other interventions (such as non-medical help) need to be in place. For example in one course field work is a component of the curriculum. Students who use wheelchairs are accommodated by the use of a ‘Sherpa’ with video and audio technologies allowing the student to remain in the bus while directing the Sherpa to take actions to complete the activity. (The research and development of these systems was supported by UKOU whereas the cost of the non-medical help is borne by government bodies). 
IT literacy is an area that requires attention. It is assumed that the level of support provided by student services revolves around how to use the technology to support the students’ learning, but not down to the level of how to use the technology itself (such as the basics of how to send an email or how to use a word processor). It is assumed that a student would have a basic level of familiarity with using a computer. Students do have access to the computing helpdesk to come to grips with the technology itself. The problem of the variety of expectations and abilities of UKOUs students still has to be addressed. The problem is exacerbated by the huge age range of the student population.  Online resources are available to students to help them develop appropriate skills. Some regions also offer face to face workshops. The general feeling is that the balance of assistance for students is not yet right. 
Fit-for-study is a concept UKOU would like to further develop for disabled students with respect to integrating IT and adaptive technologies to learn within the VLE itself. A lot of work is required with all students to prepare them for studies, not just disabled ones. The institution is attempting to make sure that students make informed choices about their studies rather than erecting artificial barriers to students’ access to open education. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550558]The Library
The Library has provided support to undergraduate students since 2000, as previously everything they needed to complete their studies was provided in a box - literally! Prior to 2000, library services were available to staff and postgraduate students only. The library works in 3 areas: with course teams; in the area of innovation; and training and development. 
Student support is initially through the learning support helpdesk which is staffed 7 days a week. It is manned by professional library staff. Students can contact the helpdesk via telephone, email or web chat. The UKOU operates a Customer Relation Management system (CRM) which the Library has recently subscribed to. This assists with student enquiries as the person providing the assistance has access to the history of the student’s contact with UKOU giving greater context to the query. The Library is part of the whole student journey and, as such, is involved in course development and course deployment as well as feedback and evaluation to course teams. Their aim is to enhance the student learning experience and is actively working with faculties for quality improvement. 
The library is attempting to reduce the number of enquiries from students by making their website intuitive and easy to use. The CRM has a ‘smart answer’ facility which the library is using to provide a FAQ facility. There is heavy demand at the weekend on the helpdesk – not surprisingly given the students mode of study. An ongoing quality assurance process is in place, through peer review of helpdesk responses to ensure their correctness, completeness and consistency.
The library is actively working with course teams to improve students’ information literacy skills since there is increasing pressure to incorporate such training with programs of study. Getting the skills sequenced correctly in programs of study is proving difficult as development is still focused on individual courses rather than coordinated programs. The goal is for academics to know what is needed regarding information literacy skills and will then incorporate them automatically into courses. Embedding e-resources into courses is also being encouraged as use of existing resources results in cost savings. The library are also encouraging academics to use e-resources rather than writing large slabs of text in their course materials. 
The library sees its role as a force for change in the institutional move towards greater adoption of eLearning. It is able to spearhead change and innovation as they are not constrained by the course production process. They also have the luxury of having the time, ability and resources to experiment.
There is a general awareness that as UKOU move away from traditional distance education by incorporating eLearning paradigms staff are not necessarily comfortable using technology. Library staff work closely with staff support around technology issues. The library is experimenting with new approaches to training large numbers of people. There are approximately 8000 associate lecturers. An online tool kit is being developed that is being used in a “train the trainers” approach. Groups of associate lecturers within selected regions are trained and then deployed in their regions to train further associate lecturers – a cascade approach. The library is piloting use of Elluminate Live to facilitate training and is producing sample programs as exemplars for future adaptation and customisation. It is also experimenting with a number of technologies in the Digilab which incorporates everything from mobiles to e-resources on a number of platforms. The Digilab is an open resource for staff, with examples of the latest eTechnologies to experiment with. The library is working with Athabasca University on a project investigating the use of mobile technologies to access library services[footnoteRef:5]. The general thrust is not to access large junks of text but rather be able to access links and references.  [5:  AU Mobile Library project] 

From a student perspective the new strategic approach to information literacy has resulted in the focus being more on employer engagement and employability skills. The Information Literacy team provide advice, run projects and prepare materials that student support librarians can use. They are developing a comprehensive online information literacy skills suite of tutorials (collectively called Safari) which includes a database of web links called Roots. There is an online diagnostic quiz for students that link to appropriate parts of Safari. Online services are being developed with the aim of engaging students with the library through Facebook or by using Twitter. There is a video about the UKOU library on Youtube. However, there is a tension between putting the library into the spaces that the students are in rather than bringing the students to the library. There are a number of questions still to be answered: is this too restrictive an approach? Is it sustainable? How to move the conversation beyond the jargon of Facebook and Twitter? 
The Library is working on a number of projects include organisational management of assets in a repository and integrating library resources into the VLE. A future project is the management, preservation and curation of podcasts. A new challenge that the library is facing is with the availability of e-resources - authentication and authorisation, particularly with international partnerships, has highlighted difficulties with current licensing arrangements. There is also a push within the institution to open up library services to alumni and retired staff. 


[bookmark: _Toc259550559]Visit 5 - Athabasca University, Canada
Athabasca University (AU) is Canada’s Open University and, in a similar vein as UKOU, “... is dedicated to the removal of barriers that restrict access to and success in university-level study”[footnoteRef:6]. AU values excellence, openness, flexibility and innovation in their approach to post-secondary education. AU was established in 1970 with the first course being available in 1973. It has been based in the town of Athabasca since 1984, as well as a number of other centres including Edmonton, St. Albert and Calgary employing over 1300 faculty and staff members. It serves 38,000 students offering 700 courses in more than 90 undergraduate and postgraduate programs in a range of arts, science and professional disciplines. Many students are enrolled at other post-secondary institutions, taking individual courses at AU to help them complete their degree.[footnoteRef:7] There is a high proportion of female students (almost double the number of male students) contributed by nursing and MBA programs. [6:  http://www2.athabascau.ca/aboutau/index.php]  [7:  http://www2.athabascau.ca/aboutau/glance.php] 

According to AU’s Strategic Plan for the period 2006-2011 (Athabasca, 2006) the intention is for the institution to grow to 100,000 course registrations per annum and that 20% of course registrations will be in graduate programs. In 2007-8, undergraduate course registrations reach just over 60,000 in approximately 550 courses with a further 8000 postgraduate course registrations in 150 courses,
Distance education from AU’s perspective allows students to:
· work from anywhere, such as their home or workplace
· work at their own pace, on a schedule that suits their individual needs
· register for a single course or enrol in an undergraduate or graduate degree, diploma or certificate program.
Although AU uses a range of distance learning methods it relies on a number of information technologies to deliver course materials and instruction to students. Included in these are multi-media online activities, print materials, web, e-mail, Internet, CD-Rom, computer software, audio/video conferencing, audio/video tapes and TV or radio. Courses use a selection of these technologies but students are expected to have access to a computer with an Internet connection.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  http://www2.athabascau.ca/aboutau/distanceeducation.php] 

The majority of faculty (80%) agree that the University’s mission statement strongly informs what they do. There is increasing emphasis on research within the institution. AU has a long and well established reputation for innovative research into distance and online learning having a number of highly regarded experts in this area amongst their faculty members. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550560]Flexible Learning
Flexible learning at AU is attempting to remove barriers to learning and revolves around the way in which students can, in most cases, individualise their study programme. Once enrolled, students receive a learning resource package, paper-based and/or electronic, and are able to work independently, supported by a tutor. The student can set their own schedule to submit assignments and sit the examination within broad constraints (over 6 months for a 3-credit course to 12 months for a 6-credit course).
The first LMS used at AU was Lotus Notes to support students enrolled in the e-MBA. Various versions and applications of WebCT have been used by a number of departments within AU, but institution-wide adoption of LMSs has not occurred until recently with the adoption of Moodle. Although there are still courses with traditional paper-based support, with the implementation of Moodle, there is more emphasis on electronic support. All the graduate programs already have electronic support, mainly because they are cohorted and have a strong cohesive structure. Undergraduate programs have a more open structure, with moving start dates (1st of every month!) as well as no set assignment or exam dates. Students manage their time and elect when they submit assignments and sit exams within a contracted period (of 6 months or so). It is very flexible for students but not so amenable to anything more than basic online support.
AU has three major course delivery methods:
1. Individualised Study – the student may commence their studies on the first day of any month. They receive their learning materials, including textbooks, study guide, student manual and other course specific materials that they need to complete their studies. They have six months to complete a three-credit course or one year to complete a six-credit course. Students are assigned a tutor who is a subject matter expert. Tutors can be contacted via email or toll-free phone. Individualised study courses include online components such as websites and online reading rooms. 
2. Group Study – courses are offered in face-to-face mode at partner institutions. These courses are run on a semester basis. 
3. E-Class – these also run on a semester basis. Interactions with the instructor and fellow students are facilitated through the online environment. E-classes are not common are more likely to occur in postgraduate courses.
AU has developed a typology of online courses (Athabasca University, 2004):
· Functional – the primary goal is “to provide students with online access to descriptive information about the course and about rules and regulations that affect students performance ... also includes the means for facilitating student-professor or student tutor communication; transmission of course information; and submission of assignments and receipt of comments or grades.” 
· Distributional – the course site is used as a means of distributing course learning materials. In addition to Functional elements, a distributional course includes “a complete package of AU authored course materials online.”
· Interactional – is a course that contains components “that encourage students to interact with course materials”. An Interactional course will include the elements of a Functional course and may include the elements of a Distributional course. In addition, an Interactional course would include interactive elements such as simulations, illustrations etc., as well as skills tests, interactive remedial learning materials, online quizzes and examinations. 
· Communal – there are two typologies in this category, individualised study and group study. Communal study is designed to enhance multi-way communication between students and tutors or instructors with the aim of building online learning communities. A communal course includes “conference or discussion boards with peer-to peer activities designed to meet the learning objectives of the course and used in assessment.” Individualised and group study is defined as described earlier.
[bookmark: _Toc259550561]The Registrar’s Office
The Registrar’s Office is responsible for undergrad admissions, course registrations, student financial support, academic records, exams, transfer credits and evaluations, articulations, degree audit and awards. As Athabasca University is an open university there is no requirement for formal documentation for entry. Like UKOU, the minimum age of entry is 16 which, in Canada, is the legal age for driving, leaving home, and leaving school. However, graduate entry entails a more formal process with more rigorous requirements. Athabasca does not have fixed enrolment dates at undergraduate level but rather continuous admissions so that students can apply today, register, and their study package is delivered within 4 days: their class starts on the first of the next month (in other words there is a rolling monthly entry). Study resources are paper-based; inventory is managed for minimal storage requirements with slightly better than just in time production.
As students do not have fixed dates for examinations or assessment when undertaking individualised courses they can request examinations at any time during the year. The manual examination request processing system could not keep up with demand and an automated system is being developed to generate examination papers from a server, print them and distribute as needed. Examinations are developed as part of the course development process. At least one version is available when the course is opened for enrolments. Ideally there should be at least three versions available on the server. If students fail a course they can bring forward some results from previous attempts, but not the examination. 
Policies are being developed as needed governing many aspects of teaching and learning.  Regulations are published in the university calendar but sometimes do not have supporting policy. While students do agree to conduct themselves in accordance with the published regulations, there is the potential for legal issues to arise when supporting policy is not in place. So as appeals from students arise this may trigger redevelopment of policy.  However, rather than being reactive, the Registrar’s office has employed a person to be proactive in policy development. 
Student Services manage processes including admissions, registrations, withdrawals, extensions, financials, generating transcripts, and personal information updating in real time. Examination requests are batched to a manual process, but when the automated process is in place, this too will be a process managed in real time. Students can access the grade book to obtain course grades as well as official and unofficial transcripts. There is an obvious need for transaction processing to be very efficient. It has to be seamless from the student’s perspective. For example if the student is paying their registration and enrolment fees by credit card, the payment needs to be validated immediately. Payment automatically triggers the materials mail out which the students should receive within 4 days. The system is struggling to maintain this level of service and there is a need to review the processes in order to handle further growth. 
Some issues that are being investigated are: different models of invigilating examinations which are currently cumbersome to manage; and with the increasing incidence of online components in courses, how to accommodate incarcerated students. 
A major review of business processes was undertaken recently which included all stakeholders associated with the Registrar’s office. This evaluation took about a year to complete and resulted in some major reengineering of business processes, eliminating many redundant processes and improving inefficient ones. A review of enrolment and communication processes has been undertaken which focused on processes that impact on students, specifically from a communication perspective; where communication does or does not occur; when it occurs; and what type of communication occurs at each of these points with the aim of identifying and rectifying gaps. For example, students admit themselves but do not register in any courses. Why does this happen? AU is attempting to identify how to communicate with students to assist with the whole learning experience during their tenure at AU. This process is to be extended to retention and progression matters in the future. The current method of tracking students has many of shortfalls and needs to be improved. 
As the reengineering progresses, ongoing evaluations are being undertaken to identify if expected benefits are being achieved and adjustments are being implemented as needed. Another BPR process has been scheduled already to occur within 5 years, but this time a consultant will be engaged to manage the process!
[bookmark: _Toc259550562] Educational Media Development
Educational Media Development EMD is a legacy term[footnoteRef:9]. Their current role is to facilitate development of course resources. Currently the university is in transition from paper-based resources to online resources which are delivered through Moodle. A blended approach has been adopted. EMD are working on achieving a balance of electronic and print delivery. The design is developed in collaboration with the academics, but many are still wedded to print media.  [9:  Since visiting AU, EMDs name has been changed to Centre for Learning Design and Development.)] 

Educational Media Development department is quite large including editors, copyright officers, visual designers, digital media technologists, and a few learning designers. The plan is to expand the learning design component of the department. A new role within the department is that of instructional media analysts who are partly technologists and partly designers. The department services approximately 560 courses in nine centres (a centre is equivalent to a School at Deakin). Athabasca University is reintroducing Faculties creating a new level of management and organisation on top of the centres. 
EMD is struggling to find the appropriate infrastructure to support course development.  The aim is to facilitate the development of appropriate materials for modern delivery. Historically it was not unusual for materials production to have very long timelines (approaching 2 years) and priorities were assigned broadly based on a first come first served basis. Central EMD services are being redesigned to be more collaborative with centres to develop a more acceptable, responsive service. EMD are now working with centres to determine priorities and, as a result, are achieving higher levels of satisfaction amongst academics. 
Some centres provide their own educational development support bypassing EMD completely. But, in theory at least, they should still follow the quality assurance processes to ensure resources produced meet what are, at AU, high standards. But this depends on who is defining quality at the time. One measure is student satisfaction and some centres have very high student satisfaction.
Faculty do not have permissions in Moodle to make any change to online materials. This is a legal requirement for consistent course delivery across multiple start dates. If a change is made it becomes a different course. Key components that cannot be changed are assessment (percentage and type), readings etc. Historically the course is viewed as its content rather than the learning objectives and outcomes. 
Many faculty members have never worked in a face-to-face environment nor have actually taught students but rather produced courses.  Now EMD is working with faculty to look at delivery rather than content – a rather big change for many. EMD have a new mandate to facilitate faculty development to improve their understanding of what online teaching and learning encompasses. 
AU doesn’t have much policy relating to teaching and learning but does have historical precedent. There is a lack of policy particularly with respect to quality assurance and evaluation. Policy does exist relating to course design and development. It is good, works well but is outdated being directed towards producing quality paper-based resources. Some policies include procedures which make it difficult to separate paper from resources. Quality control is enshrined in the course development policy, but it only applies to undergraduate programs. Postgraduate courses are handled separately. Some graduate programs are recognising that following the course development process improves the outcomes and are using it, but use is sporadic. 
Within the typology of onlineness, a functional online presence provides the syllabus, and tutor-student communication (ie the basic level at Deakin). All courses at AU fit into this category at the very least. The typology accommodates further categories that include higher levels of interactivity and communication and collaboration. The difficulty is how to incorporate components of communication and collaboration in unpaced, non-cohorted courses as the majority of undergraduate courses are. Research is being undertaken by Prof. Terry Anderson investigating ways in which these limitations to online learning may be overcome, with the aim of enhancing the student learning experience.
Adoption of Moodle as the institution-wide learning management system was perceived by many academics (and others) as a technology driven decision, rather than the preferred option of being pedagogically driven. Academic involvement in the process was drawn from those involved with graduate courses as they had the experience with eLearning. Unfortunately, now undergraduate faculty feel disenfranchised. Moodle was not necessarily a wrong decision but it is proving difficult to sell the decision to faculty. Initially volunteers for pilot projects in Moodle were sought amongst faculty but none where forthcoming. As a result faculty were selected by EMD, but even if they adopted eLearning enthusiastically, they were still keen to keep print versions of courses and have this in parallel with what was available in Moodle. Not all academics are resistant to adopting eTechnologies with some already clamouring for Web2.0 and exploring the use of Second Life as a teaching space.
A risk management plan to handle down time of key online resources does not yet exist. With the increasing dependence on IT infrastructure to support students’ learning, this is perceived as a risk in itself.  There is also a perception amongst staff that the LMS is down quite a lot, although this is probably not the case.
With the adoption of Moodle, implementing it across all courses has resulted in some anomalies. One area AU are still struggling with is what roles do staff have within the environment and who is responsible for what? It has become quite unclear, not just within EMD but across the University. This ongoing ambiguity is causing stress amongst staff and students are feeling the impact. A chart was produced describing individual roles and responsibilities but this has proved to be counter to collaborative development, impacting negatively on motivation in particular. As one interviewee put it, “we know what we are changing from, but not what we are changing to”. This suggests that this is not a traditional change management process where you would expect to know what the end point is, but rather an evolutionary one. The distributed workforce at AU adds to the problem. Many faculty work from home or work for other institutions at the same time as for AU. Ability to communicate with faculty is now proving to be more important than having the technical skills to complete the work. The credibility of the change manager is critical to the process. There is a push within EMD to employ academically qualified learning designers to increase credibility of EMD staff with faculty. 
By their own admission, EMD estimate that learning design at AU is, in general, about ten years behind other comparable institutions. Despite this, EMD learning designers should be the first point of contact for a course author before any course design is undertaken. But there is still a lot of tradition and history to overcome before this will actually be the case (legacy issue as with KMD at Deakin).  Faculty are extremely resistant to going online. The general perception is that paper-based learning materials work well for students so why change (“if it ain’t broke why fix it?” mentality). With hindsight, AU would now approach the implementation of the LMS quite differently, starting with user requirements such as what are the basic positive functions (such as assignment drop box, ease of use, some communication) that are required. In other words get the tutors and faculty on board first and save the more advanced features for those who are interested in them and can cope with the increased use of technology-enhanced learning. Any changes need to be pedagogically driven, not technologically driven. 
EMD have developed a course author’s guide to assist faculty to use the LMS effectively. There are categories of information ranging from how to include orientation to the course, discipline or profession; communication and collaboration online; instruction and assessment online; and learner support in the form of generic skills (a new venture for AU).[footnoteRef:10] [10:  http://demo.lms.athabascau.ca/course/view.php?id=677] 

[bookmark: _Toc259550563]The Library
As with any distance education provider, the library is a key resource for faculty and students. A brief discussion was had with the library representative about the library services AU provide to support their distributed teaching model. The discussion quickly moved to the research that is currently being undertaken within the library to support modern learning environments and new models of teaching and learning. 
Technology is perceived as a tool to support learning, not as a means to an end. Accessibility is most important to the Library. The library supports AUs emphasis on open access to resources through a creative commons. The move to mobile learning is seen as an attempt to improve accessibility. The library are leading a number of projects in this area within the Digital Initiative and Electronic Resources Group all of which are designed to provide easy and seamless access to library resources.
· AU Mobile Library Project – the use of mobile devices to access library resources and services (http://library.athabascau.ca). This is a joint project between AU and UKOU. It is designed to support over 200 courses. A proxy has been developed to make mobile-unfriendly resources mobile-friendly. It enables all stages from searching the library catalogue to ordering books using mobile technologies.
· AU Mobile ESL Project – the use of mobile devices to dial up English Grammar lessons and improve writing and language skills (http://eslau.ca). It is text-based with simple graphics and uses mobile learning objects. The library is working with academics, the library as the innovator, to address specific needs within courses. Although it is currently text-based students want multimedia, but there is a need to work within the technological constraints (defined as a $25 mobile phone). 
· AU Workplace English Project – similar to the ESL project, but this uses mobile devices to enhance workers’ workplace English communication skills (http://wpeau.ca). It uses multimedia technologies and is optimised for iPhone use. It has multilingual applications through audio and video. Students see the future of learning as their “classroom being at their fingertips” – literally! Associated projects in progress include a mobile knowledge management system for French. An incidental goal is to generate a template that can be used to easily develop new modules using this model.
· AU Harvester Project (http://oaharvester2-dev.athabascau.ca/indes.php/index). This project aims to facilitate easy and seamless access to open access archives, repositories and journals worldwide by discipline or topic by providing indexes and by harvesting metadata. Effectively this is a search engine across all available repositories.
· AU Library web 2.0 project (http://library.athabascau.ca/lib20/). This project is experimenting with a number of web 2.0 technologies such as Libx toolbar, Delicious, Facebook, RSS feeds, Shelfari, Tag cloud and Zotero. The speed of development of applications using these technologies is outstripping their adoption. Many of these applications are simply gimmicks so faculty and others would need to answer the questions “why use it?” very carefully. 
· AUSpace (http://auspace.athabascau.ca) This is similar to DRO and is AUs open access digital content repository to preserve and disseminate AU scholars materials.
· Digital Reading Room (http://library.athabascau.ca/drr) is an AU developed electronic course reserve system which supports desktop and mobile access. It provides access to course-based readings (generally open access unless copyright restrictions dictate otherwise).  
· Digital Thesis and Project Room (http://dtpr.athabascau.ca) This is designed to provide researchers access to scholarly works, and to increase the availability of AU student research. Graduate students theses and projects housed in this repository will contribute to worldwide graduate education and assist researchers. This project is linked to the quality indicator focusing on research. 
· Digitisation Portal (http://digiport.athabascau.ca) provides access to AU digital collections including audio and video. The library perceives the digitisation of materials to be particularly important to facilitate easy access to them. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550564]Learning Services – Tutorial
Learning Services are responsible for hiring tutors, assigning classes to tutors and assign students to tutors. Although there are in the region of 37,000 students, there are only 1300 staff. Nearly all the teaching is managed by tutors (or instructors). Since AU is provincially funded there is an imperative to hire staff from within Alberta with only 10% from outside Alberta. When hiring tutors in particular, internal applicants are considered first, then applicants from Alberta and finally the rest of Canada. 
Learning Services have to determine how much work is allocated to each tutor. Tutors are hired to look after a fixed number of students (block size). The decision as to how many blocks a tutor is allocated is determined by course contact requirements. A block can be anything from 28 (minimum) to 44 (maximum) students. 32 is the median. The tutor could be hired for a minimum of half a block (16 students). The maximum number of blocks a tutor can be responsible for is 3 blocks. Marking is paid additionally. Tutors are expected to mark their own students only.
Every course has an academic advisor (course coordinator) who has responsibility for ensuring tutors are aware of course requirements, expectations and maintaining consistency across the classes.  The academic advisor undertakes assessment moderation. How moderation is undertaken in practice is not clear as there are no specific submission dates.
Tutor workloads are loaded into Banner, the student information system. On 10th of each month Banner assigns tutors to students randomly. Each student will receive their tutor contact details and introductory letter soon after.  Learning Services receive an exception report of students who could not be assigned to a tutor. At this stage manual intervention is required to over assign current blocks by up to ¼ of a block. 
School of Business operates under a slightly different system. They have a call centre. A student is assigned an academic coordinator as well as being provided with details of how to access the call centre. The call centre acts as a message board. It filters calls and either answers them directly or passes the enquiry on to an academic expert who responds. The tutor (or in the case of Business, the call centre) make first contact to welcome students at the start of their course. 
AU has a service standard that every student has to be contacted within the first two weeks of commencing a course. More commonly, this is achieved via email. There is no follow up on tutors to check if they are meeting this service standard unless a student contacts Learning Services – a reactive model. There are approximately four hundred tutors servicing current students excluding the School of Business tutors. 
Major challenges for tutors revolve around handling the constraints of distance education; feeling connected to AU as a distant tutor, and feeling connected to AU students who are also at a distance; for many tutors this is part time work and many are working for other institutions; how to motivate students; understanding all the policies and procedures within AU (this is handled by the call centre for Business); self-paced means that a student could submit all assignments at the same time, particularly when approaching the end of their contract; each student within a block could be at a different stage in their course.
The academic coordinator is responsible for first level training for tutors. Tutors also receive an orientation package (including operational procedures) which is sent out by Learning Services. AU run an annual tutor conference where a variety of topics are covered. Tutors are encouraged to attend but it is not compulsory, although tutors are paid during the conference and their expenses are covered by AU. The conference is an opportunity to meet face-to-face with coordinators and other tutors.
The tutors have a number of standards they are expected to meet when dealing with students. These include: responses to emails are required within 2 business days; marking should be returned to (individual) students within 5 days (since students are self paced so anything could be submitted at any time). Therefore it is essential that tutors receive very comprehensive guidelines for marking, a task that is managed by the academic coordinator.
Traditionally assignment submission has been via email. Grades are recorded in an in-house system called Newton. Tutors mark assignments and upload the results into Newton.  In future assignments will be submitted in the Moodle dropbox. Learning Services are anticipating some reluctance from tutors to move from Newton to Moodle.  Currently there is not much uptake of online submission in courses. Students have an expectation of receiving comprehensive (subjective) feedback on their submissions which most tutors are unwilling to provide online. 
Learning Services Tutorial isn’t involved in course evaluations. This is the responsibility of Institutional Services send out course evaluations to students when they complete their course.  The evaluation reports are put online.  Learning Services Tutorial has the responsibility of supporting tutors and students. The tutors themselves are at a distance (not just the students) and it is difficult to supervise them effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc259550565]Computing Services Helpdesk
The CS Helpdesk brief is to help staff and students with technical issues, but in practice it is a filtering service for many issues, including ones unrelated to using the technologies. Approximately 40% of tickets are from students and the remaining 60% are from staff with approximately 100 tickets being generated per day. Staff enquiries tend to be related to the implementation of Moodle and the ongoing conversion of courses.  Many tickets raised related to forgotten passwords. Resetting passwords is not an automated process, but security concerns keep it a manual process. The bulk of student enquiries revolve around accessing courses online, passwords and course registrations. 
The CS help desk is open five days a week (not at weekends) from 8am to 8.30pm Monday to Thursday, but on Friday it closes at 4.30pm. Contact with the helpdesk is via phone, mail or online web forms. Approximately 90% of tickets are resolve by the helpdesk staff. The remaining 10% are escalated to specialist groups outside of the helpdesk. An ongoing problem is with email as students don’t have an AU email address. This can cause problems because some addresses end up in the recipient’s junk mail – a particular problem when assignments are attached to the email! 
Identifying suitable times to upgrade services at AU is difficult. With rolling monthly enrolments there is no time when students do not require access to the online learning environment. The maximum acceptable down time to upgrades services is four days. However, upgrading Moodle is usually achieved overnight. The rolling monthly enrolments also means there is no down time for administrative services.
[bookmark: _Toc259550566]Members of Faculty
A discussion was held with a member of faculty who is involved with online teaching and learning at AU and is recognised internationally as an expert in the field. The views he expressed are entirely his own and do not necessarily reflect those of AU. He is perceived to be at the leading edge of technology adoption within AU and does not necessarily reflect the views or approach of the majority of staff in the institution.
There is limited uptake of teaching online amongst faculty as most courses are not perceived to lend themselves to such modes of teaching. The faculty member (let’s call him John) still teaches at a university in England where he runs online programs and is involved with the postgraduate course, Master of Arts Integrated Studies (MAIS) which is one of the few online courses at AU. The MAIS has both open and cohorted classes. John suggested that the most interesting research in eLearning is done at Athabasca, but he was shocked at the limited uptake of online at AU when he started working there. About 18 months ago the School of Computing and Information Systems (CIS) was the only school that had all courses online at some level. The traditional model of delivery (paper-based) for distance education has served AU well and it is difficult to change, even when courses do move to online delivery (ie straight translation of media of delivery rather than mode of delivery). As far as going online is concerned the most typical model is delivery of content and some limited support through discussion boards. 
John is attempting to use the functionality provided within Moodle to help students learn. He advocates the Morten Paulsen model – laws of cooperative freedom – which was developed in the early 90’s, but it did not have much application in an eLearning environment until the recent advent of social software. John’s vision of cooperation in a learning environment includes adding some value to it through the use of wikis, FAQs, blogs etc.  The development will occur in Moodle – growing organic resources developed by and for the students (such as wikis) to share resources, ideas, difficulties and solutions. The resource grows as a result of input by students on a cyclic basis as they progress through the course.  This is still in a developmental stage and is not yet operational in a course but he is using this model at the UK institution but there are still issues to resolve at an operational level.
John considers Moodle to be the best of the current batch of LMSs but it is based on an old fashioned model of delivery.  There are, however, still plenty of opportunities to enhance student learning. The LMS imposes structure on learning in a bottom up rather than top down fashion.  John is investigating a methodology of online delivery that involves “release early, release often”. Unfortunately this does not fit into the AU course development model which is develop everything, release once. One possible approach is to determine what are the fixed parts of a course and what are the dynamic parts. But even professors cannot make changes to their courses even if they are technically adept. Many staff at AU are not native English speakers and so materials editing can be an issue. Despite there being a number of eLearning experts in CIS with an interesting mix of pedagogical and technical skill which facilitates innovation it has, however, proved to be difficult to maintain quality of materials. There is good quality control through the centralised course development process but timelines are too long. 
Within CIS they have their own technical support and editors and so are somewhat independent of the course development process. The experience in online delivery within CIS has been utilised in the development of Moodle.  The major benefit to AU of adopting Moodle has been the ability to drive the development of Moodle to suit their practices. Centralising the LMS means there is better support of it but there is a loss of control as to what functionality is available and developed. Currently, some customisation is being allowed within Moodle to suit the needs of specific courses.
It was John’s opinion that using hosted services such as Facebook or Second Life should be avoided in an educational setting as the institution needs to keep control within its own boundaries. However he perceives a need for web development support to be provided at the local level (ie Schools). There is a need to tap into the benefits of centralisation as well as being able to draw on the benefits of local control. 
[bookmark: _Toc259550567]Athabasca University’s response to the ACODE benchmarks
A final meeting with the Director of Institutional Studies, Dr Nancy Parker, provided the opportunity to gain the University’s response to each of the ACODE benchmarks from her perspective, in addition to the information reported above.
Benchmark 1 – governance and policy:
There are a number of committees who have some responsibility for teaching and learning. These included subcommittees of Academic Council; IT Learning and Research subcommittee who looks at project proposals and strategic directions for teaching and learning; IT Systems Administration subcommittee which looks at project proposals and has oversight for administrative systems. 
Projects are ranked institutionally when bidding for resources. The main restriction is lack of people rather than lack of money. There are well articulated project management and governance oversight processes. 
The Operations Committee and Special Projects Committee each manage approved projects in each of the two categories (administrative systems and teaching and learning respectively).
Benchmark 2 – planning and quality improvement: 
Processes for quality assurance and improvement are embedded into the course review process. The Educational Review Committee receives reports from pilot implementations of all teaching and learning projects. 
Benchmark 3 – IT Infrastructure:
AU are experiencing a technology deficit in that it has reached the maximum capacity for current service provision. Increasing the customer base requires an increase in IT infrastructure as well.
Benchmark 4 – pedagogical applications of ICT:
Dr Parker’s response to this benchmark was “paid dancing bunnies!” meaning that currently, AU are using technology for the sake of it rather than from the perspective of adding value to student learning or student experience.
Benchmark 5 – professional and staff development:
There is room for improvement here. Generally it is assumed that if a person is employed to work at AU they know how AU works, the direction that AU is taking and the processes that are in place to achieve its mission. There is a general feeling that not all staff are pulling in the same direction. There is still a strong consensus that paper-based delivery is still the best. A lot of effort will have to be expended on professional development in all areas, but particularly for tutors.

Benchmark 6 – staff support:
This is very much the domain of Learning Services Tutorial in that they are responsible for hiring tutors and allocating them to classes. Training plans for staff accompany all new project plans so staff support requirements of any new project are known in advance. The committees who are responsible for approving projects are enthusiastic about project planning. 
Benchmark 7 – student training:
AU are noticing quite significant differences in IT literacy and learning skills between the generations of students at AU (there is a wide range of students at AU) For example, Gen Y don’t want manuals but rather have just in time skills training. Canada has good high speed internet and generally it is assumed that students have good IT literacy skills. There is an information management course at the introductory level. But the difficulty AU face is how to embed orientation week activities for new students when there are rolling enrolments? AU uses “are you ready” quizzes to prepare students for learning at AU.  Most students are capable learners but if not, then there is remedial support available. A key problem that AU is facing though is how to assess students’ skills on intake. Having identified skills shortages, how does AU help students gain the skills they don’t have?
Benchmark 8 – student support:
As with staff support, student support is good. Tutors are the first port of call generally, but the helpdesk is well positioned to assist students whatever the problem is that requires resolution. 
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[bookmark: _Toc259550569]Lessons Learnt from UKOU
UKOU is by far the largest institution that participated in this project. It has also been using technologies to support student learning for longer than most of the other institutions. The emphasis of use of eTechnologies has been to deliver learning resources and facilitate teacher-learner communication. 
Flexibility in terms of open start and end dates, and assessment completion at the students’ discretion has been trialled at UKOU but abandoned as the retention rate was very low. It is recognised that students need constraints within their studies in order to have achievable goals to aspire to. 
Governance support is in place at the course level and has developed over time to support the open degree. With an increasing emphasis on named degrees governance support needs to be changed to focus on the degree level. This is proving to be counter to the flexibility encouraged in the open degree.
Sheer weight of numbers has forced UKOU to adopt a consistent approach to service provision for administrative and student facing systems. A fault tolerant system has been adopted with much duplication which has enabled major upgrades to be completed with minimal inconvenience to users (down time measured in hours). Evaluation metrics are reviewed continuously with remedial actions being taken any time the metrics suggest a problem may exist.
UKOU support an open learning environment using a blended learning approach between associate lectures and students. Academics generally are not involved in the delivery of courses but rather they are involved in course development and research. Associate lecturers are hired as required which is determined by student demand allowing for a sustainable model of ongoing course delivery. Collaboration between students in their studies is seen as being counter intuitive to flexibility and is only used as an optional extra in most courses. Further, associate lecturers are unsure about the workload implications of moderating collaborations – their responsibilities are focused on ensuring assessment items are marked and students receive rich, timely feedback.
Courses are evaluated systematically from the perspective of student experience and accessibility. An ongoing project to investigate students’ online experience, from their first access to UKOU through to completion of their studies is being undertaken to better understand the whole cycle and to improve it.
Associate lecturer skills development is a major component of professional development and support at UKOU. It has been identified that professional development is most effective when targeting the specific needs of individuals. IT literacy of students is a problematic area. It is difficult to judge students’ competency to use the eTechnologies and it is generally assumed that they are able to handle the basics – using email and using a word processor for example.
The Library perceives themselves as a force for change as the institution moves to greater adoption of eLearning. They provide the environment for academic staff to experiment with new eTechnologies and explore their potential to support different teaching paradigms. Although the library is experimenting with using social network sites to better reach students, they see a conflict of interest in using social spaces for educational purposes.
[bookmark: _Toc259550570]Lessons Learnt from AU
Although a little younger and much smaller than UKOU, AU have similar drivers. Both institutions focus on distance education, most students are part-time or studying at other institutions, academic staff focus is on course development and research, while student learning is managed by associate lectures who operate at the student coalface.
AU has a very flexible enrolment schedule with students being able to commence their studies on a monthly basis. This requires very stringent processes to ensure that students receive study materials in a timely fashion. This is also demanding on all services with no “down-time” for any administrative, technological or student support focused systems.
Course development is supported by central services (EMD in this case) and their brief is to assist academic staff to adopt a blended learning approach with a mix of paper-based and electronic materials. However, language barriers have to be overcome between academic staff and EMD staff who are perceived as being primarily technologists rather than educationalists. Interestingly academic staff do not have any write permissions in the LMS with all changes being managed by EMD. 
AU lacks policy to support teaching and learning but rather relies on historical precedent. However, it does have a typology of onlineness which is similar to that used at Deakin University. However, the number of courses that are at the more collaborative end of the typology is very low. Quality assurance processes for courses are embedded into the course review process. 
The Library at AU has a similar philosophy as that at UKOU, being the facilitator of change. The Library has a number of innovative projects underway with particular emphasis on providing student access to the University through mobile technologies. (Canada has extensive broadband infrastructure which is able to support such innovations.)
AU is grappling with similar problems to UKOU as far as professional development and staff support is concerned. The army of associate lecturers are themselves teaching at a distance from AU which adds layers of complexity to staff training. As for academics, moving them from being wedded to paper-based courses to electronically-supported ones is proving to be a challenge.
Student training and support revolves around identifying student IT and learning literacy skills and providing remedial services where necessary as is the case at UKOU. 
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