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Foreword

It has been very heartening to observe the recent rapid increase in the number of Adult and Community Learning (ACL) practitioners adopting the use of Information Communication Technology within their teaching in some very exciting, imaginative and motivating ways.

A natural result of this increase in activity has been that organisations providing ACL have begun to explore the use of Learning Platforms to offer a common access route to learning resources and communication tools such as email. Some are also exploring the potential of Learning Platforms for the management of learning. This publication is particularly timely as it offers a wealth of sound and very practical advice drawn from the experiences of the five ACL Learning Platform pilot projects, which reported in 2004, and the collected experience from other sectors of education.

It is clear from a number of well documented examples that with careful implementation, this is an area of technology which can offer a significant contribution to extending and enhancing learning experiences both within face to face teaching and with learners in remoter locations. In common with all change in the remote educational world, the key to success is careful planning with a clear focus on benefits to learners.

In this publication, Bob Powell and Geoff Minshull offer an important contribution to our understanding of the process of effective implementation of Learning Platforms in Adult and Community Learning.  

Alastair Clark
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Introduction

This publication has developed from the JISC/NIACE Learning Platform Pilot Programme, which trialled the use of learning platforms in six ACL providers
. It aims to demonstrate how learning platforms (defined below) can help ACL providers give a better service to learners, improve the process of teaching and learning, and make the management of learning more effective. The ACL sector in England is characterised by some particular features that present special challenges, as well as opportunities for the effective use of e-learning, notably:

· A range of management arrangements for programme delivery, from direct provision of learning by Authorities to provision by sub-contracted third parties and mixtures of both modes in differing degrees

· Lack of a single physical campus, meaning that courses may be delivered across a large number of sites, with great disparity in the quality of ICT and internet provision. 

· A very high proportion of part time tutors, often widely dispersed geographically. 

· A broad range of programme/learner activity, with many courses being short term and of limited duration.

Within this context, this publication seeks to give a realistic view of the benefits which learning platforms can provide in ACL. It includes sections on a range of critical issues, including choosing a learning platform, management and implementation and staff development. Further information, including full reports from the pilots, is to be found on the ACLearn web site, http://www.aclearn.net.

What is a learning platform?

Learning platforms offer solutions to some of the immediate problems that beset large scale delivery of computer-based/e-learning in all of its guises, from its adoption as part of traditional teaching and learning (known as blended learning) through to online and distance modes. Learning platforms offer one or more of:

· a place to store, find, access and use prepared materials;

· a platform on which to build and deliver learning activity;

· a common and consistent interface and way of working;

· secure and controlled (login) access for teachers and learners to materials;

· a set of communications possibilities, ranging from transmission of static information (timetables, policies etc) and narrative (notes, videos), through to discussions, collaboration and exchange.

· tracking and monitoring of student activity, performance and progress and, if linked to other business and information systems within the organisation, the potential to become the heart of a full managed learning environment. 

· some learning platforms offer an offline facility, whereby content can be downloaded onto a laptop for use in sites without access to the network, then automatically updated when reconnected to the system. 

In essence, learning platforms allow you to organise your courses, and bring together the many teachers and learners around what appears to the user to be a single place - a single platform on which to store work and a single location for learners to find it. This can be made available, across a network or the Internet to anyone you authorise to use it, from any place, at any time. This enables activity outside face to face teacher contact time and opens up new learning and communication opportunities for students and staff after hours, off-site and in a range of informal settings, not least the home, work place, or local public libraries. 

This means that learning platforms are a great way to offer distance learning, providing a consistent interface, and learner interaction and support through their communications facilities. There are many examples of successful distance courses run in this way. However, in most cases, the learning platform will be used to support face to face classes and offer a blended learning experience – i.e. where much of the learning occurs in the conventional classroom, but where it is complemented by using the learning platform outside normal classroom time, e.g. at a learning centre, from home, workplace, UK online centre, or other location where the internet can be accessed.

As well as distance and blended learning, learning platforms can also support teaching and learning in the classroom and other face to face contact sessions. Teachers can store and access slideshows, video clips web pages, or other materials for whole group presentation and discussion, as well as individually paced items for managed workshops and formal learning through the learning platform. 

Above all, it is an important point to realise that learning platforms are not about the technology, and do not provide quick technological fixes. They are about using technology, where appropriate, to enhance teaching and learning. 


A learning platform essentially has three main functions: 

· Learning materials content management and delivery.

· Providing communications for users, notably email, discussion forums and chat.

· Curriculum management activity, including student login, tracking of their work, etc.

A useful way to demonstrate these functions is in the triangle below
:


Not all systems offer all these three elements. The critical point is to think through what you are trying to do and to focus in on systems and elements that meet this need. The relative importance of these will vary according to the particular usage of the learning platform. For example, where a tutor simply wants to use the learning platform to provide the same content they have in the classroom (particularly useful for students who miss occasional classes) then the content delivery side of it is important, and the communications and tracking might not be required. Alternatively, where the need is to enhance communications outside the classroom – e.g. when the learning platform is used by tutors for participating in communities of practice, or where learners are involved in group work – then the communications become the prime focus, with content perhaps less important.

Building on this model, it is clear that the way you intend to use a learning platform – and the things that you wish to do with it - influence the complexity of the system you need, and how it integrates with other systems. This is illustrated below:


What types of learning platform are there?

An organisation has a range of choices about how to buy, or assemble, a learning platform to meet its needs. The main types are described below, but note that these terms are often a little vague and may overlap. In everyday conversation they are often used loosely and sometimes incorrectly. Differences between types of learning platform are becoming blurred as technology progresses and vendors look to develop their product. A system which started by only offering communications tools (such as email and bulletin boards) may now include other tools, such as online testing. So sometimes the labels attached to particular systems can be misleading
.

The technologies

· Email works by giving a separate address to each user to send and receive mail across the internet. As well as the simple text, attachments such as PowerPoint, digital photos, spreadsheets, etc., make email a powerful tool. Addresses can easily be aggregated into mail groups using your email package, e.g. learner groups, all tutors, family history tutors, work teams and so on. This makes a very effective, yet simple way of targeting communications to staff and learners, and works well with small numbers of users. For larger groups, it is better to formalise them into an email list, usually based on a topic or theme, which keeps all past messages in an archive. Lists are simple to set up, and are excellent as a way of exchanging information, sending out course information, sharing experiences, etc. They can be particularly useful if there is an associated web site, so that, for example, a list posting can point users to a web page to get further information (e.g. course content). The main disadvantage of lists is that they are not threaded, i.e. organised by topic (though some lists will also provide a web interface where emails can be viewed by topic, etc.). Discussion forums (which are threaded) can also be useful, though generally, when these are stand alone (i.e. not integrated into an intranet/VLE) it is harder to make them work, because, unlike lists, users have to choose to log in to the forum to see if there are new messages.

· A useful and technically simple solution to information storage and sharing is provided by giving users access to shared files and folders over a network They are simple to implement, and very easy for users, since you can just drag and drop files and folders. Files are stored in their native format, therefore anyone accessing them would need the same programs on their machine to be able to read them. It is possible to set up secure access rights for individuals and groups - so, for example, a particular tutor could have read and write access to a folder, but the learners would only have read access, so they couldn’t change the original files. No specialist IT knowledge is required beyond basic drag-and-drop, no knowledge of web page design is needed, and tutors can manage the content themselves. 

· Web sites: The great advantage of a web site is that it is accessible from anywhere. If it is to be widely used by tutors, you will need a Content Management System (CMS). This is a software tool for making it easy to put content on a web site, without needing to know any Hyper Text Mark-up Language (HTML). Without a CMS, content on college intranets and web sites usually has to be published via a web developer team, taking away some control from the practitioner (though it may make it easier to standardise layout, and exercise more effective control over content). Careful design of the site is essential to ensure structures and navigation that enable users to find what they are looking for. Even the very best sites can become places where content is lost and hidden unless there is constant and disciplined review of content organisation.

· Intranets use web based technology on internal college networks to provide access to content and communications. An intranet is an in-house web site, with all of the advantages of easy access for authorised users. Access can be granted to external users, possibly by a login, and together with associated web pages can be a useful way of extending support for tutors and learners beyond a base location. If your institution already has an intranet, it might be relatively easy to build on to it facilities for teaching and learning, and such a solution might appear to be cheaper than licensing a commercial system
.

· Virtual Learning Environments, or VLEs , (such as BlackBoard, WebCT, etc
.) provide an integrated system that is capable of delivering most or all of the learning platform functions, incorporating content management, authoring, assessment, tracking, communications, secure logins and a range of add-ons. They bring all these together under a common structure and interface. Typically the systems are modular, which allows you to add functions as they become appropriate. They are usually proprietary and their adoption may involve using the vendor’s own authoring tools, assessment packages, etc. These are designed to work well with the particular package, but may be time-consuming to learn and in a few cases, unhelpfully difficult. It is essential to check if you can easily use, or adapt, software you already know (such as Microsoft Office products) or easily integrate their files into the system. This flexibility – interoperability – is an important consideration when seeking to use free software from publicly-funded bodies such as the National Learning Network (NLN
).  VLEs are widely used in universities, further education and increasingly in schools. However, it is important to emphasise that VLEs are not the only type of learning platform, and, in many circumstances, may not be the most appropriate.

Why bother?

Why would you want to use a learning platform?

Introducing a learning platform is a big commitment. It is expensive in terms of time and can be costly. Staff must be trained and motivated to make use of the platform, and there will inevitably be a period during which mistakes are made and wrong directions followed. Many organisations have found that the time taken for the new technology to begin to deliver real benefits is much longer than they would have hoped. So why bother? The answer can only be that the benefits are likely to outweigh the difficulties and costs. It is important to remember that a learning platform is not a universal panacea. In the initial phases of implementation and development, it is likely that only a minority of courses will make effective use of one. This makes it particularly important to identify the added value of using a learning platform, both in the short and the long term, compared with the costs, in time and money.

Benefits to managers

Using a learning platform can provide many benefits to the management of the ACL provider. For example:

· It is an excellent way to facilitate communications with staff. It means all staff can be given consistent email addresses and provides a means of distributing management and curriculum information. 

· Because communications can be moved from a physical format to an electronic format, it can result in major cost savings for providers.

· It can make staff development easier, providing access anywhere at any time via the learning platform.

· It enables and supports consistency across courses, making it easier to provide a common look and feel, and to improve quality.

· It enables a standardisation of reporting, which can be particularly useful during inspection.

· If retention is improved (and there is at least anecdotal evidence this can be the case) then it can have a significant positive impact on income.

Benefits to tutors

The most immediate benefit to tutors is in the communications functions. Enabling and enhancing communications between tutors (and between tutors and managers) helps overcome their isolation, and enables the creation of genuine, purposeful, communities of practice.  

Other benefits to tutors include:

· facilitating the sharing of good practice and resources with colleagues;

· evidencing learning outcomes for accreditation and assessment via the learner tracking;

· facilitating feedback and reviewing progress of learners;

· providing a common front end across locations, so making it easier for the tutor who may be delivering the same course in different places. If a learning platform is maintained centrally by the ACL managing agent (such as the LEA), for example, it should be accessible from any location with an internet connection, irrespective of whether or not the ACL provision is direct, or via sub-contracted agents. This can help to provide common standards for all learners, even where the managing agent has no direct control over, and little knowledge of, the hardware, software and connectivity of third party providers. 

· reducing administration, e.g. less need for photocopying of handouts because they can be made available electronically.

Benefits to learners

a) Users can access basic course information via the learning platform including schemes of work and handouts, making the existing face to face content available via the learning platform. Use of the learning platform is not an obligatory part of the course, but those who do have access to the internet are able to catch up on missed classes. This is easy to bring about and can have a significant effect on improving retention. 


b) Providing supplementary content. This can be reinforcement of learning, extension activities, self testing, etc. Whilst this is an important capability of a learning platform, it does assume that all the learners will have access to the internet outside normal class hours, which has implications for both the learner and the organisation.

c) Providing a way for learners to communicate within the context of their course, e.g. by using the discussion forums, chat, email, etc. This can be just on a social basis, or it can actually be a part of the course, e.g. enabling group work to be easily done outside class.

d) A great deal of added value can come from access to the learning platform from outside the classroom, from home or work - the “any time, any place” principle.


Planning and implementation

Leadership

Implementing a learning platform is not easy! However, the process will be greatly facilitated if it is actively led by a member of the senior management team, with the authority to make decisions, allocate resources, bring together the key players, etc. Experience in further education has shown repeatedly that strong, active senior management support is a necessary precondition for a successful implementation. The role of the learning platform should be carefully detailed in the organisation’s ILT Strategy, which should also outline the staff development required, and provide information on the nature and extent of support that will be provided to learners and staff during and after the implementation.

Infrastructure 

Learning platforms are about teaching and learning, rather than a technical fix. But, if the underlying technology does not work effectively, then the learning platform implementation is likely to fail. Staff and learners must be confident that the infrastructure is secure and functional, otherwise there is a strong (and understandable) incentive to ignore the new methods, and stick to the old!

The issues to consider are:

· Learning centre connectivity.

· Tutor access.

· Learner access.

If access to the learning platform is required at a remote learning centre, that centre must have a connection to the internet and that connection must be reliable and available to ACL users. Much adult learning takes place in centres that are not yet connected, or have poor connectivity, or which restrict access for some reason. This has implications for the uses that may be made of a learning platform. It does not prevent the use of e-learning materials which are downloaded onto a laptop, or CD, and screened via a data projector. It also, of course, does not prevent course participants from accessing the learning platform from locations other than the learning centre.

On the positive side, the number of individuals, sites and centres connected to the internet has increased dramatically in recent years and is likely to increase further as broadband, in particular, becomes cheaper and more widespread. According to Ofcom
, in April 2004:

· 64% of UK adults have a PC at home.

· 53% of UK adults have internet access at home (equivalent to around 13 million homes).

· 68% of small businesses have internet access.

If we add in access via UK online centres, libraries and other public facilities, a better picture of connectivity emerges. It would be naïve to assume that there is no longer a digital divide, but equally misguided to assume that economic and social disadvantage always extends to access to digital infrastructure. A bigger issue may be the lack of appropriate support for users of your services in someone else’s centre, which may particularly affect those whose learning skills are under-developed and whose confidence is brittle and heavily dependent upon early success. And not all learners will want to use computers. 


Many tutors will wish to connect to the platform from home, especially if it is to be used as a source of information, and to engage with their communities of practice. However, it is important to allow for those who cannot or will not do this. Few adult learning services would be willing to move all communication onto electronic media, or to restrict their staffing to those who have an internet connection and are willing to use it for administration purposes.  Managers must develop their strategy to accommodate access for all, encourage all to access, and have a plan for addressing the issue of those who wish to be excluded.  

Administration of learning platforms

Whatever your choice of learning platform, it will need to be supported. Possible administrative support (excluding staff development, covered elsewhere) may include:

· General configuration of the platform (usually, just a one-off task).

· Maintenance updates of the software (e.g. to install new versions, fix bugs, implement new features).

· Registration of users.

· Supporting tutors in developing content, e.g. sourcing content, creating templates, etc.

· Uploading content.

· Providing the interface with management information systems.

· Providing a backup regime.

This is by no means an exhaustive list. The type and level of support will vary considerably, depending on the complexity of the learning platform, whether it is an in-house development or an off the shelf package, the number and type of users, etc.

Curriculum and planning – what courses?

Using a learning platform can provide great benefits to both learners and tutors, but it is best to use it in the first instance where it really adds value to learning. This demands careful assessment. Not all of the functionality of a learning platform will be appropriate for every course; and the vast majority of courses are likely to be face to face for the foreseeable future. The learning platform can support in-class delivery of material by acting as a simple store and access point, but tutors may prefer to carry their PowerPoint presentations on the hard disc of a laptop rather than rely upon the network. It can also help provide consistency over a course, which may well be delivered by different tutors in different locations. There are programmes in ACL where using ICT is already an integral part of the learning process, e.g. on Family History courses, where the internet is used routinely to research ancestors, and where course participants recognise that developing these skills is critical to furthering their interests.

However, the main use of a learning platform is likely to be outside normal face to face time or from places other than the institution’s home base – e.g. libraries, internet cafes, schools and, increasingly, learners’ homes. This is particularly true of shorter courses, where face to face time is limited, and very valuable. Current practice typically sees the learning platform used as an optional extra to provide enrichment, or value added, to the course rather than as a compulsory (or integral) part of it. If it is to be an integral element, managers must be satisfied that learners are aware before enrolling and that it does not unfairly disenfranchise individuals.


Summary

So, to summarise, effective implementation requires:

· Clear, decisive leadership, preferably from a member of the senior management team.

· An understanding of what learning platforms are, and how they be used most effectively for teaching and learning.

· Ensuring that this is described in your ILT Strategy.

· Choosing the right learning platform (see below). 

· Ensuring that the needs of learners in terms of accessible learning platforms are met (see the Ferl/RSC/TechDis leaflet on evaluating the accessibility of learning platforms).

· Ensuring that the infrastructure required to support the learning platform is in place.

· Ensuring that tutors have sufficient support. This means giving them the time and opportunity for staff development; providing them with backup, e.g. content developers, learning platform administrators, etc.

· Making sure that there is sufficient content available.

· Above all, ensuring that there are sufficient funding and resources available. Learning platforms can deliver huge benefits to management, teaching and learning, but they do require a significant and serious commitment on behalf of the management, to make them work.


Engaging and enabling staff

However good your planning and infrastructure, unless your staff are also on-board, learning platforms – and e-learning generally – will be a non-starter. If staff cannot be engaged and motivated, you will end up with an expensive toy for the enthusiasts to play with. The keys to success lie in showing staff how it can help them to do their job effectively; and providing them with comprehensive, purposeful, staff development. 

Administration

Providing key documents online can be a useful incentive for staff to use the systems – documents could include schemes of work, lesson plans, registers, college calendars, etc. Crucially, the job of staff can be made easier by this, and by other features such as automatic marking of online tests. It is very important to be honest with staff about the implication of the new developments – on the one hand it may create more work initially; on the other, certain aspects of their job will become much easier (and, almost certainly, more rewarding!).

Communications


Communication tools are particularly important, both to staff and learners, and are relatively easy to implement, and something staff can quickly get to grips with, either to use themselves for communicating with other tutors, or for working with their learners. Even staff who see little relevance for computer-mediated learning in their subject will respond to the opportunity to communicate with colleagues. Tools such as email, bulletin boards, and real time chat can empower tutors to create communities of practice that support resource and idea-sharing, problem solving and information flow which unequivocally raise the standard of learning they can offer. The benefits of such communities of practice are hard to overestimate, particularly for ACL, where they can bring together tutors who are often part time, widely dispersed, and frequently very isolated.

Some of the more sophisticated platforms provide internal email, though most users may well have their own email system already. It can be beneficial if all communications are brought within the learning platform, both for consistency and for administration and managerial reasons, such as when records of communications are required for assessment purposes or to meet the requirements of the Freedom of Information Act.  Using the learning platform keeps everything in one place and can provide an immediate link to relevant resources and content

Real time chat seems an exciting possibility, but is perhaps the least useful in practice, partly because it takes a little more organisation to get people online at the same time, and partly because chat can often be blocked by firewalls. However, it can also be great for providing a social area for learners and tutors alike. 


Content – a content strategy

Content may be generated in-house (the most common source of learning materials), making use of internet-based resources; be commercially developed and purchased; or be freely available through schemes such as the NLN materials and various government initiatives or publicly-funded projects. 

One of the challenges posed by e-learning is to develop or acquire materials which exploit the computer’s ability to interact with the learner. Interaction suggests a form of conversational action – response – reaction. This does not have to be multi-media, flashy graphics and technical wizardry.  Websites such as ACLearn and Ferl
 have advice and examples on how practitioners throughout education currently use standard software packages to produce good interactive content.


For most tutors, their first use of a learning platform will probably be to store and access familiar non-interactive material such as schemes of work, handouts and course notes, exercises and sources of further information. The first steps on the road to interaction may be to add hyperlinks to the information lists that take the reader directly to a source document or site. Many tutors will already have such information in electronic format anyway, so it is just a matter of placing it within the learning platform, where learners can access it. If files are uploaded in their native format, rather than the universal internet language, HTML, users will need the same software on their own computers to be able to read them. If this becomes a problem, there are simple, low-cost tools available which can, for example, enable tutors to produce e-learning content from familiar packages such as Word. There is also a wealth of information and resources on the Ferl and ACLearn websites on how to use standard software packages to produce good interactive content.

Third party content is increasingly being designed specifically for delivery via a learning platform. This is true of the free National Learning Network content to which the ACL sector now has access – high quality online learning materials offering over 500 hours of content across a wide range of subjects, originally designed for FE. A further round of development will see delivery in 2005 of NLN materials commissioned specifically for ACL.

The most abundant source of content, much of it free and of varying degrees of quality, is the internet,. Such materials are typically sourced by the tutors themselves, by e-guides or Learning Resource Centre staff. There are pitfalls though. The most well-known relate to issues of (in)appropriate use and intellectual property rights (IPR), the online version of copyright. Detailed information on these issues is given on the Superhighway Safety
 web site – although aimed at UK online centres, the information there has a broader relevance. There is also information on Ferl
 relating specifically to copyright, and how it affects educational institutions. 

Some organisations (primarily colleges and universities) employ specialist content developers using a range of more powerful authoring tools to produce high quality, interactive standards-compliant learning objects.

All of this content can be made available via the learning platform, either by the individual tutor assembling it into a course, or by dedicated support staff doing it for them.

Quality control

Quality has two clear components, which are easy to entangle:

a) Cosmetic appearance/ production value

b) Pedagogical quality

There is no benefit in maintaining a beautiful resource that has little or no learning value. Many excellent tutor-produced materials are very simple and unflashy, but are readable and, above all, pedagogically sound. If a tutor produces materials that are so badly presented and produced that learners struggle to make sense of them, any pedagogical value will be swamped. On the other hand, an obsession with cosmetic appearance or insistence upon near-commercial production values risks dampening the enthusiasm of staff, and, in reality, is unlikely to be achieved. 

There are ways to square the circle. Agreeing common templates for layout and navigation makes it easier for all users – learners and staff – to get the most out of resources. Shared logos, colour schemes and other identifiers can help users know where they are and delineate particular subject or theme areas. Sharing of resources is made easier if the template allows for additional information about intended outcomes, subject area/ theme and comments upon use. 

Staff development

Good staff development is essential to ensure that a learning platform is used effectively in teaching and learning. Using a computer to do anything other than teach people how to use computers is a relatively new notion. The concept of e-learning focuses on the use of digital media to deliver any type of learning and emphasises the computer as a medium for learning.

Using a learning platform will be a new experience for the vast majority of staff in ACL, and, however intuitive and user friendly the learning platform is, it is not realistic to expect tutors to be able to use it without substantial training and support. The most effective training is likely to focus upon teaching and learning using the learning platform, rather than its technical intricacies. There does need to be technical training – tutors need to know how to use the various features. But that training should be structured around the specific teaching and learning needs of staff, rather than the technology. There is already a considerable body of experience and expertise, from which has been taken the following advice.

1. Don’t pack too much into the training at the beginning. Time for staff development is limited. Concentrate on what the tutors will find of most benefit in the short term – e.g. if they want to use the learning platform to make content available, but aren’t bothered about using the other tools, just concentrate on that. If they are really interested in using the discussion forums then make the training emphasise using these. It’s usually better to start by training staff in some of the basic functions, let them get familiar with those, then they can decide if and when they want (or need) to learn more.
2. Target training sessions to particular groups of tutors, e.g. modern languages tutors, or basic skills tutors. This emphasises the use and relevance of the learning platform to the work that the group actually does.

3. Start off with at least one face to face session. The hardest steps in using a learning platform are the first ones. It’s a strange environment, people will be nervous and there can seem to be a lot to learn. Even logging in successfully is a challenge. It is much easier to get over these problems in a face to face session, in a classroom. If you can stretch to a second face to face session, a follow up a month or so later, even better. It is important that there is support offered to the tutors between the sessions, and that there are activities for them to do which will embed the lessons from the first session.

4. Offer support in a variety of ways. It is important to make use of the platform and related online media. Setting up a bulletin board and/or an email group is essential – and may have real payback for part-timers or geographically dispersed tutors if it provides the first real opportunity they have had to communicate and share as a group. This can be supplemented with discussion groups within the learning platform, a web site with short “how to” guides (e.g. How do I create an online test? How do I set up a discussion group? How do I upload a Word file? etc) and access to demonstration materials and sessions. But do not forget the familiar. It is helpful to have at least one traditional medium, be it a friendly voice at the end of a phone or a mentor (e-guide) who can work one to one with staff.  

5. Develop training courses for staff that use the learning platform as the medium. This means that staff experience it as a learner and gain insight into its possibilities and constraints. The opportunities for collaborative learning and informal development through the learning platform should be actively promoted and encouraged.

6. Join the e-guides programme (http://www.aclearn.net/skills/e-guides/). The programme aims to increase the use of e-learning in ACL through developing the skills and knowledge of e-guides to support colleagues from all subjects in their use of technology in teaching and learning. It includes a module on learning platforms.

A particular challenge in ACL is to meet the needs of the large number of part time tutors upon whom services depend. Many work only a few hours each week and may rarely, if ever, meet colleagues. Bringing staff together for training in e-learning can help to build communities of practice among tutors in the same subject area. Training for part time staff is likely to be better received if it can be built into their contracted hours, at least in the face-to-face sessions.


There is much more information on staff development in the publication “VLEs: Beyond the Fringe and into the Mainstream”
 which offers guidance on the mainstreaming of Virtual Learning Environments, drawn from the proceedings of the 2004 online conference run by Becta’s Ferl service. Though written in a VLE context, much of it is relevant to learning platforms generally.

Choosing a platform

For many ACL providers, the choice may already have been made. The local authority might already be committed to a particular system used in other parts of its service – for example, it may have a functioning intranet; a contracted provider might have a VLE in place; etc. In such cases, ACL provision is likely to have to fit in with pre-existing systems. For situations where this is not the case, or where there is the possibility of a new system, this section provides some brief guidance. More detailed information is to be found on the ACLearn site.

Choosing a learning platform is an important decision, and should not be rushed. For an ACL provider, possibly the most useful first step is to analyse your needs (possibly using the triangle process described above). You should seek to answer three key questions:

· Who will be your primary users?

· What will the learning platform be used for?

· Where will it be used?

Once you know what type of learning platform you want, you can begin to look at particular solutions. Note, though, that the solution will not necessarily be a VLE – many organisations will be able to make effective use of a different type of learning platform, such as shared folders, web sites, intranets, etc. It may also be that a single organisation provides a number of different learning platforms, according to what is appropriate for a given course or groups of tutors and learners.

Ease of use

Possibly the most important thing about a learning platform is that it should be easy to use, for tutors and learners alike. A learning platform that is hard to use – however pedagogically sound, or technically advanced – will not be used. If tutors have to spend too much time learning how to use it, or find it really difficult, they simply will not bother – there are too many other demands on their time.

A key part of ensuring ease of use will be configuring it as the tutors and learners want it.  Usually this means keeping it simple, in the sense of not having too many features available. Any learning platform you choose should be configurable, so you can strip out the tools and functionality not required for a particular course. 

Single logins

If content is going to be made available without restrictions, e.g. by public web pages, no login will be required. However, anything more complex, including access to networks, inevitably requires a login. Accessing a series of separate content sources and software packages on the web can mean continually logging in. This is irritating – and even disruptive – for staff and learners.  Ideally, it is best to have a single login, for everything. This is technically very difficult indeed to achieve if you subscribe to separate systems with login-controlled access.

Download speed

Download speed will be an issue if access is via a dialup link. It is important that the system is fast enough to allow content to download before a user’s concentration is broken, or their patience is exhausted, otherwise they will not make effective use of it. Speed, as experienced by the user, is a combination of:

a) Speed of connectivity.

b) Number of users online at the time.

c) Type of learning platform.

d) Type of content.

It is important to think about when, how and where your users will use the platform, and ensure that the media and connectivity is appropriate for that.

Developing your own system

This can be an option, particularly if the platform you are intending to develop is relatively simple, e.g. just web pages to deliver content without any personalised logins, or if you want to trial some of the basic ideas, opportunities and challenges with staff and learners before committing to a commercial system. It may also be that you have a working intranet already in place, and the further work required to use it as a learning platform is relatively simple. 

Some providers have chosen to develop their own, more complex systems, hoping to get a system that is bespoke, and particularly suited to their needs. Those without the requisite technical skills often work in partnership with a developer. The results are patchy. Whilst some are undoubtedly successful, there is no clear evidence to suggest that it is any more successful than buying a commercial system and adapting it or accepting and working within its limitations. There is certainly no evidence that it is a cheaper option and, intuitively, it seems likely to be more risky in terms of probable outcomes. The more features a learning platform has, the more complex it will be to write and to maintain, and this is likely to be a significant cost which should not underestimated. It can also leave you dependent on the particular individuals who write the system. You need to think hard about the costs and risks of developing your own compared with the purchase or development of third party systems.

Open source and free products

There are various open source
 (and/or free) learning platforms/VLEs available now, including Moodle, COSE, Colloquia and Boddington. They do not have license fees, so there can be a substantial saving over the costs of commercial products. But licensing costs are only one part (albeit often a significant part) of the total costs of setting up and running a learning platform. So, to the question “Should I get an open source or free learning platform, rather than buy a commercial off the shelf product?” there is no right or wrong answer, but there are issues to consider:

· There’s no such thing as a free, or even cheap, learning platform. Costs are significant, even if there are no purchase or license costs.  These costs include staff development (nearly always underestimated); installation and set-up (described below); maintenance (i.e. a person or persons to manage the system); content development; etc. 

· Free or cheap doesn’t mean better (nor, of course, does expensive mean better!). A more important consideration than cost is whether or not the product does the job, e.g. is it easy to use, is it stable, etc. A free product which is so hard to use that no-one bothers with it is, in reality, more costly than a commercial product which tutors do in fact use with their learners. 

· Installation and set-up costs must be taken into account. These can be significant – for example, one LEA, which used a free, open source product, spent some months grappling with its installation. The cost of this in terms of staff time was highly significant. The alternative was to pay a third party provider, one that specialises in supporting that particular product, to configure and host it. This would have meant the LEA could then concentrate on staff development, rather than on technical issues.

· Whichever route you go down – commercial, open source, free – you do need to consider the issue of sustainability, the need for continuing support, and issues about updating (e.g. to comply with new legislation, such as accessibility) very carefully. 

· Some open source products may be more sustainable in the longer term. Moodle, for example, is open source, but has a large user base, and, precisely because it is open source, is not dependent on the skills of one developer.

In-house versus third party hosting

For many in ACL it is likely that this choice is taken out of your hands by the overarching policy of the LEA or Local Authority. If you choose to develop your own system, then it probably will be hosted on your own servers, with the consequent call upon technical support. Using the services of a third party host removes the burden of worry about connectivity and maintenance, and allows you to concentrate on teaching and learning. There will be a financial cost – which has the benefit of being predictable and subject to contractual agreement and protection - and some loss of control insofar as you are dependent on the connectivity of a third party. The evidence suggests that most ACL departments are covered by the broader policies and structures of the Authority ICT division, which removes the choice but compensates by providing the technical support.

Will I become trapped - transferring data

One consideration when choosing a learning platform will be to take into account any existing online data you already have, and how easy, or difficult, it will be to transfer that to your new system. For example, if you have created lots of assessment tests using software such as Hot Potatoes
, can those be transferred to your new learning platform, or will your tutors have to start again from scratch? Can other content be easily transferred? Can student information and records be transferred? If you are starting from scratch in terms of learning platforms, this is not really a major issue; tutors will probably have online content in the form of word processed files and these can usually easily be transferred from one system to another. You may not wish to be tied into the new platform forever, so transferability when you upgrade or move on is important   When choosing a system it is important that potential suppliers are questioned very closely about these issues. 

The future promises data standards that will ensure – or, at the least, make simpler the transfer of files and programmes between systems. A body of well-defined standards and specifications already exists, but development of universal interoperability is still on the horizon. Government, agencies, JISC and the international ICT community are committed to bringing this about – but it will not happen overnight and it certainly does not solve all of the immediate practical problems of making sure that your learning materials work for your teachers and learners and that nothing is lost. Most large VLE developers have already built elements of such standards into their products and they will be happy to explain what functionality they support and what they will do. A more detailed guide to this important issue is to be found on the ACLearn website.

The Learning Platform pilots

As part of the extension of the NLN initiative to ACL, five pilot projects were funded to allow ACL providers to explore the uses of learning platforms in adult and community education. One project was a joint venture between Buckinghamshire and Kent, with other projects being run separately by Cornwall, East Midlands W.E.A, the Manchester Community Grid for Learning, and Southend Community College. Their outcomes and experiences have been woven into this publication. The final reports produced by the projects are available in full on the ACLearn website.  
Conclusion

There is no known technical solution that will improve learning and teaching automatically, no plug-and-play gizmo that raises standards and gives new life to the learning experience of its own accord. All of the key decisions relate to people – what are we trying to do, with whom and what skills and kit do we need to do it. This is the heart of the learning platform choice. 

A learning platform will help you to get the best out of your computer stock and infrastructure. You can use a single dedicated product, or mix and match a number of separate systems to deliver some or all of the three main functions: communication, content and curriculum management. If you put the right systems in place and give people enough support to learn what they can do and how to do it, then your learning platform will be used by learners, tutors and managers to the benefit of all. In order to bring this about you need to get the basics right: to be clear what you want to do, get systems that will do the job and are easy to use, support your teams and learners and give them time to grow in skill and understanding. 

Further references

Aclearn.net: offers a wide range of advice and guidance on the application of Information and learning technology (ILT) to Adult and Community Learning, as well as supplementary information for this publication. http://www.aclearn.net/
Ferl focus area on VLEs: this contains much useful background information, case studies, definitions, etc. A good starting point for information on VLEs. http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=76
National Learning Network: go here to access the free NLN materials. http://www.nln.ac.uk/
NIACE: the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education: http://www.niace.org.uk

Superhighway Safety: Though this DfES site is aimed at UK online centres, it provides useful information on acceptable use policies, copyright and other legal issues, etc. http://safety.ngfl.gov.uk/ukonline/
VLEs: beyond the fringe, and into the mainstream: This is the report on the Ferl online conference, held in early 2004. Whilst specifically about VLEs, the report has a wealth of useful information which is relevant to learning platforms generally. The report is available at http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?resID=7724
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A Learning Platform is software or a combination of software that sits on or is accessible from a college network, and which supports teaching and learning for practitioners and learners.
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“I believe we could support each other more - there are not many opportunities in class, and I haven't got to know other students very well”





Learner (pilot projects)








“To be able to have a little access to your teacher's brain over the week is extremely beneficial.”





Learner (pilot projects)





Email and simple intranet.





Mostly management





Mostly communications





Mostly content





“Without exception all the tutors engaged in the project saw considerable benefits with the use of a VLE in enhancing the curriculum”.





Manager (pilot projects)





“I feel training and ongoing technical support is vital for the success of such a programme.  Inexperienced users like me could well be put off by things not working or not being able to find things.”





Tutor (pilot projects)





“It was quite noticeable how tutors, at first shy and under confident about their IT skills, quickly developed confidence and were pleased to demonstrate their achievements with [the learning platform].”





Manager, (pilot projects) 





“However, many learners, even in the most deprived areas, have access to ICT, either at home, at libraries, community centres and local schools.”





“Not all of the students had a computer, not all could use a computer, and not all of them wanted to use a computer.  They said, if we wanted to do computers, we’d join the IT class next door.”





ACL tutors – two contrasting views!





Simple





“A learning platform that can bring people together to share common interests regardless of geography, race, religion, ability or wealth would further our aims and objectives as an organisation that aims to widen participation and increase access to learning for all adults.   The role of the learning platform (and learning more generally) to reduce social isolation is certainly one that we wish to exploit … Participants concluded that the effective use of a learning platform has the potential to decrease the ‘learning divide’.  The pilot demonstrated that disabled students, students who miss sessions for a range of reasons (e.g. health, disability, caring responsibilities) and learners who don’t meet regularly all stand to benefit from the added value a learning platform can offer to the learning experience.” 





East Midlands WEA








“The opportunity to use the bulletin board, learning platform email, and very simple-to-operate, real time chat rooms provides tutors and learners in Adult Education with much enhanced channels of communication.  This benefit cannot be over-emphasised, and is of particular interest in the distribution of learning to remote communities, and to learners who are unable to attend learning centres”.  Tutor, (pilot projects). 





“Adult students who in the past would have dropped out after having missed two or three classes are able to pick up on the course again more easily – the gaps having been filled in, as far as possible, by way of online access”. 


Patrick McCann, Belfast Institute





Complex





Just a simple intranet or web site, student logins not needed.





A more complex system, individualised logins required. Content structured by courses.





Implies more integration into teaching and learning.





Integration with other management and tracking systems





“The outstanding item for me was the bulletin board. … Particularly noticeable was the sense of community which emerged as tutors endeavoured to help each other”





Cornwall County Council








� For more information on this, and the reports from the pilot projects, see www.aclearn.net


� Originally developed by Geoff Minshull of Direct Learn Training. This can be seen in more detail on Ferl, at http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=462


� It’s also important to note that these systems are not mutually exclusive – different learners and courses will have different needs, and it may well be that an institution provides more than one type of learning platform, e.g. some tutors might use a web site to put up a few pages of supplementary content, whilst their colleagues will need users to login and use bulletin boards.


� However, see the section on developing your own system, below.


� For more information on VLEs, including a partial list of suppliers, see the Ferl VLE focus area at http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=76


� www.nln.ac.uk


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/consumer_audience_research/int_bband_updt/may2004/" ��http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/consumer_audience_research/int_bband_updt/may2004/�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=349" ��http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=349�


� � HYPERLINK "http://safety.ngfl.gov.uk/ukonline/" ��http://safety.ngfl.gov.uk/ukonline/�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=71&resID=4972#resources" ��http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=71&resID=4972#resources�


� The report is available at http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?resID=7724


� Open source software is freely distributed software, where users have access to the source code. Moodle is an example of open source learning platform software.


� Transferring data between learning platforms, and from a learning platform to a management information system, and vice versa, is a complex topic. More information on this can be found in the Ferl Practitioners’ Programme, and on the Ferl VLE focus area at http://ferl.becta.org.uk/display.cfm?page=388


� http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked/
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