NCVER Research Forum Online Learning: What does it mean for teachers and trainers?

‘Mixed mode and lots of unpaid work’!… you’re kidding, right?

…….

I recently attended a NCVER Research Forum in which researchers provided participants with an overview of the findings from the wide-ranging research commissioned as part of the Australian Flexible Learning (AFL) framework strategies for 200 and 2001 into online learning and delivery.

Nine research projects looked at three key areas in the VET sector:

1. Operational issues  

2. Learner views and teaching practice 

3. Regional/ rural issues

The key findings of this research are that there appears to be relatively little ‘pure’ online delivery of VET, so students are experiencing a mainly mixed mode form of learning. Because of this it’s hard to establish the relative costs of online versus f2f learning, or how much online learning is occurring. From the data gathered it seems that online learning is likely to be more expensive than conventional approaches BUT is also likely to deliver better learning outcomes and levels of learner satisfaction.

So what do learners value?  Top of the list was flexibility – the convenience and freedom it gives regarding the time, place and pace of learning, followed closely by the opportunity to communicate and interact with teacher and other students.   Responsive teachers were highly valued, especially those who give frequent, thoughtful and informed feedback and provide clarity re their accessibility. Well designed, interactive, up to date and accessible learning resources were important too. 

Students and teachers surveyed were positive and enthusiastic about online learning and its quality features but support (for both students and teachers) was seen as needed for developing more effective online learning.  So, what can we learn from this research (and what does it have to do with more unpaid work, huh?).

Seems that the factor which is missing from all the excellent movement towards more flexible approaches and online learning is…. how do we acknowledge and support the changing role of teachers and the way they are working?  If the current success of online learning is ‘despite’ the system not because of it then there’s much work that needs to be done, organisation wide and system wide, before the second wave of teachers come on board and especially if they’re to stay on board. That means a rethink about structures - how to account for/pay/manage/record and report what teachers are actually doing, including online learning work and professional development towards it.  The NCVER research identified a range of strategies to overcome barriers to the successful adoption of online delivery. More of that shortly…

I’d like to share two anecdotes which came to my notice during morning tea. I’m sure you’ve heard/experienced your own versions.  

One – a small work team engaging in professional development during NET*Working 2002 – a senior manager walks into the room and comments – you’ve been at this too long! 

Two – another staff member talking about the possibilities of online learning and the manager’s instructions were, ‘ok go ahead and develop this, will you…’

Those strategies to overcome the barriers are certainly needed!  In my humble opinion the suggested strategies are sound  - they include:

· greater use of student induction programs

· cost reduction strategies eg integrating back office enrolment systems

· use of e-business approaches

· provision of teachers’ professional development to increase confidence in incorporating online learning into their practice

· research into and improved recognition of teachers’ work roles and a reappraisal of the funding models being used. 

So what next?  At a national level the AEU have established a National Flexible Delivery Steering Committee.  ANTA has commissioned a number of pocket policy research initiatives on flexible delivery issues.  A project is being scoped as part of the AFL Framework strategy for 2002 – and this will look at human resource issues. Elizabeth McPherson’s  “Measuring Teacher Time in Flexible Learning”, Canberra Institute of Technology, 2002 will soon be published and Laurie Fitzsimon’s FLL Project Report is also to be presented soon. The debate around the new ways teachers are working is certainly hotting up and it’s not before time.

It’s been targeted as an IR issue and I guess that is what it is.  It still seems to me though that the focus is on ‘how do we pay teachers’ whereas it should be on ‘how can we enable teachers to work more flexibly’? I believe the core issue is broader than fixing a pay system, that’s just one element of it. Easily accessible, quality flexible materials, good professional development and mentoring, induction programs for students, mixing IT designers with teachers, managers supportive of e-learning  etc etc – we all know the key elements for successful flexible delivery.  Jumping over the barriers to get there is not so easy. Making it happen throughout entire organisations and Australia wide is still more problematic. 

I’ve learned that humans are shaped by the systems within which they operate.   Many are incredibly inventive – and the most innovative ‘work’ a system to achieve their aims - that’s why our VET sector training has so many pockets of world standard flexible learning.  The AFL research also points to the need for a ‘whole of organisation’ approach to the use of online and other flexible approaches to delivery so that access is provided to student support systems, information and other services.  Some VET providers are already doing more business electronically and merging their front and back end functions to result in an ‘e- business’ solution to meet customer and organisational needs. 

Others need more systemic incentives to reduce the barriers and encourage their organisations to move forward… and where does this leave the teachers struggling to cope with one or two online students while still teaching predominantly face to face? Can we develop some innovative thinking around this whole issue?  I’m drawn at this point to the work of Peter Senge (1994, p. 92) when he talks about cause and effect.  He says that cause and effect will not be closely related in time and space and so to find good working solutions requires that you ferret out the root cause of the problem, not the obvious one(s) in front of your nose. 

He also talks about not being able to redesign a system without looking at the whole together. When the idea of flexible delivery was introduced as part of the move to competency based training I’m not sure that this was done – certainly the implications weren’t known then.  Maybe it’s time to look at the root causes as well as the issues in front of our nose and be more creative in finding solutions with a whole of system approach.  Yikes! I feel like I’m getting out of my depth here….. and I don’t have solutions.  But I’d like to suggest that there be some research focused on the broader systems side of VET to identify the underpinning barriers as well as the surface barriers.  Let’s pose (and try to answer) some of the underlying questions like… 

What is the key purpose of the VET system and does its structures enable this?

If not, why not?

Why are they in place?

And at the same time  take into account the requirements of VET’s primary clients – Australian industry.  Some of the latest research eg the project conducted by the Business Council of Australia with the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, completed in March 2002, provides a contemporary view of Australian industry and current business requirements for ‘employability skills’. The Project Final Report details what employers really want of those entering employment and continuing to participate in the workforce. What does this men for VET?

Back to the AFL online research again, I asked the presenters, “what key message would you like to get out to the FLL community?”  There were three parts to the answer. 

· The teacher is just as important in the online equation as f2f

· Online, as a part of flexible delivery, must focus on meeting the needs of the student

· Planning and a ‘whole of organisation approach’ to it is essential for sustainable, quality online learning experiences.

A final anecdote… a few days after the presentation I met another participant.  We talked briefly about the great results that had arisen as a result of a colleague’s participation in some online professional development, done mainly in that person’s own time, and the impact it was making on that section.  

That conversation made me much more optimistic about the chances that the enthusiasm and professionalism of teachers will overcome the system’s faults – but just think of how much greater success could be achieved if it was a more enabling one.
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