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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

e-Learning is now a clear feature of the learning landscape. One of the most exciting dimensions of e-learning is its proven ability to remove some of the barriers faced by many people in accessing traditional learning opportunities. However, despite its potential for engaging a broader community of learners, e-learning has not yet been fully embedded in our teaching and learning practice. The SLIM Learning Theme, e-learning: widening participation in the region, provided an opportunity to debate the potential for e- learning to contribute to the region’s widening participation agenda and the practical steps needed to make this happen.  

The Learning Theme drew together policy-makers and practitioners from across the South West to debate and discuss the issues, consider regional examples of successful experience of e-learning and emerging models for the use of technology by learners.  It also examined the implications for those involved with e-learning across the post-16 agenda: at home, in the workplace, further education colleges and learning centres in the community. This report looks at the potential of innovative technologies to widen participation in learning in the South West. The Learning Theme also built on the ongoing debate opened by the recent regional conference, Adding ‘e’ to learning, on how to introduce e-learning to the widest regional audience. 

e-Learning comes in many forms, from simple computer-based learning, drawing on now-familiar technologies such as CD-ROMs, through to online learning via the Internet. This report takes an inclusive approach for e-learning that encompasses virtual learning environments, associated technologies and novel applications like mobile or m-learning. Recognising the long experience of higher education and schools in piloting innovative e-learning approaches, the theme focused on how to embed e-learning within the post-16 learning and skills sector including the workplace as a means of engaging all adult learners.

The following findings and recommendations have arisen through the Learning Theme and Learning Theme workshop.

1.
Joining up practice and policy at regional level is essential.

Policies at trans-national/national/regional/sub-regional and community levels need to be harmonised to overcome the current ‘silo’ mentality that acts as a barrier to implementing e-learning. National strategies for e-learning need to be attuned to developments at regional level.

e-Learning development for the South West region should incorporate three key stages: 

1) establish values; 

2) drive culture;

3) install technology infrastructure / support. 

In addition, regional policy on e-learning needs to be linked firmly to models of locally owned good practice.  It will also be important to establish effective ways to identify, share and further implement good practice: a regional cross-sectoral e-learning network is one way forward.

Policy also needs to become more learner-centred: a radical re-think would lead to expansion of learner choice.  Such policy redefinition is also a prerequisite for the further development of innovative teaching methods.

The extension of the broadband infrastructure needs to connect with local initiatives.  This is a critical issue for the South West region.

2.
Funding should be reviewed to ensure appropriateness in facilitating e- learning delivery.

The current public sector funding formulae and its administration are inappropriate in facilitating e-learning delivery.  The funding system needs to be reviewed to identify key barriers to e-learning implementation and with a view to unifying the existing ‘silo’ funding streams.
When evaluating the impact of funded approaches to e-learning, allow time for results to mature to validate future applications.  There is currently little direct public funding for e-learning: ‘pump-priming’ funding is required to permit initiatives to try, fail, learn and move on. 

If e-learning is to widen participation, then resources should be devoted to expanding technology networks across sectors and learner support and mediation for those learners, rather than, as at present, content development. 
3.
Delivering e-learning skills needs to be embedded as opposed to being a distinct approach.

Learning providers need to reduce the divisions between e-learning and conventional training and move to more integrated development, as opposed to the present ‘confrontation of methods’.  To enable this, there needs to be a clearly understood definition of ICT skills and e-learning to achieve a common understanding within the region.
ICT skills need to be seen as an additional ‘Skill for Life’ when developing future approaches, bearing in mind that (unlike literacy and numeracy) technology is continually evolving.
4.
Blended learning is the preferred approach.

Learning providers should offer a range of learning options as part of the tools available for learning, but should guard against over-dependency on technology. 

Blended learning approaches will facilitate transferable skills in learners but, at the same time, require particular skills for tutors which should be supported by appropriate development frameworks.

5.
Socio-economic factors and geography are key barriers to access to e-learning.

Strategy needs to acknowledge that the ‘digital divide’ for learning goes beyond socio-economic factors to include gender, age, ethnicity and geography. Local /regional values and social perceptions are more important than prior education in uptake of all types of learning and socio-economic patterns are deeply entrenched.

Rural e-learning centres present a particular challenge as they require (often isolated) staff to take on a multiplicity of roles, for which they may not be equipped. 

6.
Informal learning, learner preferences and motivation are essential to successful e-learning

Further research is needed into ‘latent use’ of e-learning for those already disposed to learn, and for whom ICT does not necessarily present either a barrier or opportunity. More evidence is also required to identify and support preferred learning styles for hard-to-reach groups (not the teaching styles of teachers).
The ‘need to know’ basis of adult learning builds on existing life interests: what’s in it for me? It is important to engage learners with the flexibility, informality and sociability of the medium. 

Resources which are appropriate to learning styles enhance the motivation and empowerment of learners, enabling them to identify with e-learning and build on learners’ competences and expectations. ‘e-Learning through doing’ in incremental stages harnesses a constructivist approach. It is, however, important to recognise when ICT reinforces existing barriers to learning.  Effective assessment of learning styles also leads on to tailored blended learning approaches.

7.
Develop strategies for engaging new learners in e-learning.

It is important that providers understand and implement ways for e-learning to be effective in introducing the ‘learning habit’ to hard-to-reach groups. This can help to develop confidence and self-worth, encourage learner ownership and create a virtuous circle of gaining new skills.

Providers should collate evidence on the effectiveness of introductory resources (eg WebWise and SurfDirect) in encouraging progression for learners genuinely new to the use of IT.  It is also important that learning providers understand that a lack of ICT skills can itself exclude learners.

8.
Pedagogy should be specific to the e-learning medium.

Learning providers should utilise the flexibility and informality of the e-learning medium to develop new approaches to learning rather than transferring traditional ones online.  It is important to acknowledge the success of the medium to enable learners to drop in and out of learning: the ‘intermittent’ learner model. Structured courses may not best draw on the richness of the medium.

e-Learning delivery will benefit from principles of good programme and lesson planning and should also  recognise the distinctiveness of individual adult learning goals, preferences, influences and responses.

9.
The quality of assessment and ongoing support is central to learner progression. 

Providers should recognise that the quality of the initial assessment, guidance and ongoing support available to learners is central to their success. And, whilst ICT-based assessment is useful for identifying learner needs, learners should be encouraged to recognise their own needs.

It is also important to recognise the role of unaccredited learning: here, learndirect is developing an evidence base.

APEL approaches should be further investigated: the e-skills passport approach for mapping competences is useful.

10.
Effective learner support is key to success and needs further development.

Learning providers need to gain insight into the vital issue of learner support in e-learning, which is essential for learner engagement.  The development and  dissemination of good practice in learner support is needed.  Effective learner support depends on soft skills rather than technical knowledge. Sensitive tutor support selects appropriate strategies for learner-centred e-learning and needs to include continuous monitoring of learner feedback.

Union Learning Representative models may be useful for e-learning.  Such models have much potential for further development and transfer into the smaller workplace, community and FE contexts.

Effective online support requires prompt tutor responses. Less emphasis is also needed on delivery and more on support and facilitation.
11.
Cross-sectoral professional development is needed for those delivering and supporting e-learning.

Agencies responsible for the professional development of staff should gather evidence to design and provide more effective cross-sectoral training and development for tutors/trainers/mentors/administrators of e-learning.

It is also important to support and integrate e-learning into staff development provision at all levels to gain maximum benefit from their involvement with e-technologies. Integration of ICT and e-learning with teachers’ professional roles and practices is critically needed in order to boost their confidence and proficiency in technology. 

12.
Further investigation is needed into the potential of family learning as a context for e-learning. 

Learning providers need to acknowledge and harness increasing access to, and confidence in, the use of technology, as evidenced by home PC acquisition (but recognise that hardware acquisition does not equate to e-learning). At the same time, local authorities and other public agencies need to support the opening up of new settings for family learning: schools, community centres, GP surgeries. The role of family support should be further investigated and longitudinal studies are needed to validate family e-learning. 

Technology-based learning is not a static playing field: plan for future developments to open up new approaches.  It is also essential  to examine the potential of new technologies to expand intergenerational opportunities and anticipate that learner needs and expectations of all ages will change over time.

13.
Investigate ways of enhancing peer-to-peer e-learning and acknowledge that approaches for communities and individuals will be different.

Learning providers need to investigate ways of enhancing peer-to-peer e-learning as a means of driving engagement: identify case studies and consider how e-technologies may support and facilitate the development of learning communities, business and social networks.  It is also important to recognise that different e-learning approaches are required for learners as individuals and as a member of a cohort of peers. 
14.
Map and better understand community settings for e-learning. 

Policy-makers and providers need to map the level, type and funding sources of community-based e-learning provision.

Recognise that e-learning requires a particular skill set that is not distributed evenly across the community and grow community social capital by enhancing literacy, numeracy, IT and language skills.

Learning providers should also open up safe learning spaces for e-learning from socially excluded groups and use outreach initiatives for hard-to-reach learners.  This may provide an ideal introductory environment for individuals to progress into mainstream learning.  Providers may build on partnerships with voluntary sector organisations and local kinship networks for minority groups. 

15.
The potential for e-learning in the workplace needs to be enhanced.

Companies should explore the potential role of technology in retraining and up-skilling older workers to improve their economic contribution to the region.

It is essential to engage SMEs, particularly the smaller businesses that make up the majority of employers in the region, to gain understanding and experience of e-learning to support their commitment to workforce development and skills improvement.

Good existing models of training needs assessment can be enhanced with technology and should be brought to the attention of business intermediaries such as Business Link.

16.
Leaders have the potential to champion e-learning.

Culture change needs to be led from the top but reflect bottom-up priorities. Leaders have the potential to be learning champions, advocates for e-learning and critical agents of change. To this end, providers of leadership and management training should consider the impact of e-technologies in that learning to demonstrate the value of e-learning.
17.
Virtual learning environments (VLEs) should be designed to encourage progression as well as assessment.

Learning providers should manage the expansion of e-systems into areas that support learning, such as assessment and accreditation, and look at the design of VLEs to encourage progression as well as assessment.  They should use technology more imaginatively to record achievement and progress: existing systems can monitor performance levels but are less effective at measuring effectiveness.  In learning centres, good quality administrative systems and consistent and regular use of on-line tracking systems underpin quality support.
Planners and policy-makers should investigate cross-sectoral harmonisation of VLEs to improve access and transfer of learning around the region.   Consideration should also be given to how to manage an increasing requirement for interoperability of content provision and MIS systems.  

