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	Section One: Executive Summary

	Aims and Objectives

The E4L JISC funded project has run for two years from March 2007 – February 2009, with its primary aim: 

 ‘To investigate learners' opinions and experiences about e-learning from adult and community learning, further and higher education; particularly three core themes of their transitional periods, use of shadow technologies and light bulb moments.’
From the original project plan. The key objectives were to:

a)
To ascertain which learners are effective e-communicators through the use of a virtual learning environment (VLE) and questionnaire. 

b)
To investigate learners opinions and experiences of e-learning through individual interviews particularly of the three core themes. 

c)
To ascertain the learners opinions and experiences of e-learning as they have progressed through their module, using a questionnaire. 

d)
To analyse the data gathered and produce a series of rich interactive case studies and recommendations and guidance for all stakeholders. 

e)
As a result of this research, the project will produce a series of case studies and specific guidance that will benefit the consortium partners and will inform the wider education sector about student expectations for Web 2.0 and learning and the best practice for design and delivery.

Overall Approach

Following early engagement with course tutors to gather their support for the project, presentations were made to potential students to encourage them to participate and complete early project engagements including: the questionnaire containing the required Learner Profile questions and a set of basic online tasks hosted on the University of Northampton’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). The results of the task involvement determined the sample, who were subsequently interviewed (and recorded) in greater detail. This project could not represent all learners from all disciplines but provides a snapshot of a mix of learners across the different educational levels and those who were assessed to be proficient e-communicators. 
The data from the learners determined the coding framework that informed which recordings would be used to exemplify the themes included in the Interactive Case Study (ICS) platform.
Findings
As elaborated in section 3, the students interviewed on E4L show that there is no one type of learner although there may be general trends. The students experience many types of transitions and may be assisted in these by institutions. They value the use of VLEs and like bite sized chunks of interactive course material. The ‘proficient e-communicators’ sampled by E4L tend towards being audio visual learners and trust tutor recommendations regarding which technology to use on the course rather than looking elsewhere. They may not understand the term e-learning but see technology in its general sense to aid many ways of learning.
Achievements 

The main achievements of this study are the findings, messages and recommendations arising from the learners themselves. These are directly relevant to practitioners, support staff and learners, and will help inform future directions in the provision and use of e-learning to support the needs of different learners. E4L has been extremely active in disseminating from an early point in the project at both national and international level and has reached a large and wide audience.

Conclusions

Stakeholders will be able to use the information to design modules around the student; and provide better support and guidance for the student journey through the many transition points that learners experience.



	Section Two: Project Outputs

	List the project outputs with reference to the agreed outputs lists at https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/JISCle2/Types and indicate where they can be accessed.

Account for any variance between this list and the intended outputs listed in the project plan (additional outputs that were not initially foreseen or planned, amendments to the list of intended outputs as the project progressed).

If appropriate, include a statement regarding third party permissions and licences for accessing outputs.
From the outset, E4L has put all possible outputs on the project wiki to make these widely available from a central location.

E4L has produced a number of papers and presentations which are either available in conference proceedings or are available from the project website (http://www.northampton.ac.uk/e4l) or the project wiki (https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/e4L/E4L+Home) . The complete list of dissemination outputs may be found at Section Nine - Appendix B
The project has used different methods for data collection: Use of  a VLE and modified version of Salmon’s 5 step model for sampling, focus groups, interviews, questionnaires, interview plus and product card sorting.

A basic outline of these can be seen at: https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/e4L/3.+Methodology and will updated fully in the future expanded E4L project website: http://www.northampton.ac.uk/e4l. 

As part of the dissemination process, papers and presentations have been produced as to the various methods employed by the project including:

Towle, G & Howe, R, 2009. From a whisper to a shout: eliciting the learners voice. Conference Proceedings, Conference of the International Journal of Arts and Sciences: Research Magic, Orlando, USA, 16-19 February 2009, Vol. 1 (9).

Towle, G & Howe, R., 2008. Pyjama Learning: Learner Transitions. Paper presented to: ALT-C 2008: Rethinking the digital divide, Leeds, UK, 9-11 September 2008.

Towle, G., & E. A. Draffan., 2008. Enabling Learner’s voices. Post conference proceedings: Learning from the Learners Experience Conference, University of Greenwich, 8 July 2008. (Awaiting publication).

Towle, G. & Howe, R. 2008. E-communicators in an e-learning environment. Conference Proceedings, International Association for Development of the Information Society (IADIS) International Conference e-Society 2008, Algarve, Portugal, 9-12 April 2008.

The coding framework used as the basis for further analysis of the student voice may be found at https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/e4L/4.+Coding+and+results .
The key output is the Interactive Case Studies (ICS) which are available at http://www.northampton.ac.uk/e4l/ics . This provides a categorised collection of short video clips which evidences key themes which arose during analysis of student transcripts and which are then further subdivided where particular categories were identified. The list includes:

· Lightbulb moments



	· Darklight moments (including clips on familiarity, loss of data and reliability)

· Transitions(including familiarity, increasing and decreasing use of technology, institutional technology, loss of data, prior knowledge and experience, and tutor recommendations.)

· Design and delivery of e-learning (including hardware, learning materials, software and VLE)

· E-communication (including discussion facilities, email, Instant messaging, mobile phones and social networking) 

· Personal Learning Strategies (including audio visual learners, learning environment, and reasons for choosing certain technologies)

· Benefits (including access, communication, functionality, interactivity and portability)

· Challenges (including access, cost, limitations and problems, and validity)
Due to consent and permissions from learners, all project videos or sound clips may only be accessed from the ICS site.

All data gathered from the project is stored digitally on a secure central server to which only the project team has access. This will be reviewed 3 years beyond the end of the project i.e. February 2012. At that point a decision will be taken as to what will be retained and what will be deleted.

	Section Three: Project Outcomes

	Briefly summarise the main outcomes as a result of the project activities. Specify the contribution the project has made to each of the programme level themes. Refer to the outputs from the previous section as appropriate.

Some key messages have emerged. What must be taken into account is that these learners are proficient e-communicators and the data will reflect this:

· Learners value a VLE as a repository for course material but would welcome more interactivity.

· Learners do not specifically relate to e-learning as a term and attribute it to computer-based activities only. When asking about ‘technology they use when they learn’ it elicits a wider variety of technologies (e.g. television and phone to supplement their learning environment).
· There is no one type of learner and institutions need to provide flexibility and choice for learners as much as possible.
· The learners who participated are primarily audio-visual and appreciate resources in the same form.

· Many of learners only used technology recommended to them by tutors and trusted that they knew what would be best, few looked elsewhere.

· Learners use technology to fit in with their lifestyle as well as their learning and many appreciated learning in ‘bite-sized chunks’.

· There are different types of transitions learners undertake on the educational journey including from institution to institution, course to course (both within a course e.g. modules, and from different courses in the same institution) and year to year within a course. Institutions need to be mindful about these changes and the technology and training needs of the students.

The wide variety of clips contained within the ICS provide valuable data which may be viewed in isolation but also linked to key messages which are being highlighted in the Synthesis and Support briefing sheets.

For example, when working online, learners of all ages show reported short bursts of attention, multi-tasking between different applications and parts of the screen, rather than trying to digest large volumes of information. This is supported by Vampira ( http://wb2.northampton.ac.uk/e4l/video.php?id=29&catid=8&themeid=2 ) who indicates that “The disadvantages obviously if you’re doing it at home are that you’ve got the other distractions such as doorbells, children, dogs, the washing machine, cooking dinner, other things like that. They’re about the only disadvantages and the fact that your computer can crash and go poorly, which is what has happened to mine at the moment.”

In addition to the valuable data gathered and presented through the ICS, E4L has also investigated new methodologies (or variations on old methods) to engage with learners.  The detailed description provided at https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/e4L/3.+Methodology and used within the project demonstrated a number of key points:

· The need for early engagement  with tutors to secure their commitment and support

· The value of rewarding and recognising student commitment at all stages of the project. The students must be able to get tangible benefits from engagement which range from low cost (e.g. chocolates) to higher cost (e.g. MP3 players or gift vouchers).

· When looking at transitions, the development of an Personal Education Flowchart which considers both intra and inter transitional moments provided a useful guide for further discussion.



	· Self rating questionnaires should be used with caution since students are prone to over rate (and more likely with adult learners) under rate their achievements which may mean that they could have been excluded from further study – even though they were suitable. Use active methodologies with real tasks to demonstrate achievement where possible.

· The product card sort methodology provided a useful way to focus learners onto the types of technologies used in their lives and prioritise these if possible. This provided an excellent base for further discussion and highlighted the fact that learners saw technology in a very wide sense beyond what many practitioners consider as tools used for traditional e-learning.

	Section Four: Dissemination

	List the dissemination that has taken place and is planned, about project findings and outcomes, e.g. workshops, journal articles, conference presentations. Attach or provide URLs for any appropriate dissemination or presentation materials.

List (and reference where appropriate) any publicity the project has received, e.g. press coverage, awards.

E4L has disseminated locally, nationally and internationally. The team are committed to disseminating the key messages arising from the project as widely as possible, and to this end further dissemination activities are planned beyond the funded lifetime of the project. 

Dissemination activity has been based around a range of different medium including electronic, paper based, and presentations. Details may be found at Section nine Part B. Some of the key items include:

Electronic

· E4L Website

· Oxford Brookes Wiki

· Interactive Case Studies

· E-newsletters at The University of Northampton

Paper Based

· Staff newsletters

· Paper on sampling theory and methodology used, in the IADIS '08 E-society conference proceedings

· Paper on learner transitions, in the ALT-C '08 conference proceedings

· Article including information about the E4L project and ICS in 'Chips' a newsletter about benefits of e-learning with adults (awaiting publication)

· Paper based on methodology and ICS for the international conference 'Research Magic'

· Contributed to S&S team recommendations and guidance for all stakeholders/ briefing papers.

Presentations

· NIACE e-learning conference

· BECTA student forums

· Presentation on sampling theory and methodology used, at the IADIS '08 E-society conference

· Presentation on HE data at the University of Northampton E-learning conference

· Panel participation at the JISC 2008 conference in Keele

· Presentation at the JISC Regional Support Centre E-fair

· Joint presentation with LexDis on experiences interviewing learners at Learning from the learner's experience conference at the University of Greenwich

· Presentation on learner transitions at ALT-C '08



	· Workshop held for the Experiences of E-learning special interest group (ELESIG)

· Presentation about the Interactive Case Studies in the showcase at the JISC online 'Innovating e-learning 2008' and participation in the forums

· Worshop held for the ELESIG group based on the Interactive Case Studies 
· JISC S&S team dissemination workshop with one of the project learners
· Workshop at Northampton College's Inset day
· Keynote presentation at The University of Kingston Learning and Teaching day.
· Presentation at The University of Northampton “Lunch in the library” on the ICS.
· Presentation based on methodology and ICS at the international conference 'Research Magic'
· Panel presentation at JISC 2009 conference in Edinburgh (March 2009)
· Presentation and workshop at the University of Northampton Learning and Teaching Conference on the theme of ‘Transitions’.
Whilst the number of reflections being left on the ICS is low at present. Analysis of the statistics show a large number of hits from a range of different users. For example during January 2009  there were 121,375 hits on the site.
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Figure 1 - Chart showing number of hits on the ICS



	Section Five: Key Messages

	Briefly outline the key messages from your project which you would like to see inform future work. Be bold and ambitious in making recommendations for:

Policy and practice in further and higher education sectors
The messages that arise from E4L show the importance of listening to learners and the role that their messages should play in informing developments which impact on their experiences. All levels of the institution should appreciate the value of the learners voice and have mechanisms in place to be able to allow this to feed into the decision making process. Future course design would benefit from the developer going ‘back to basics’ and putting themselves in the learner’s position.

Future learner experience research
A key point of E4L is that the students sampled are those identified as proficient e-communicators. Hence all outputs (transitions, light bulb moments and shadow technologies) only come from this specific group of students. We need to better understand the experiences of students who are not proficient – how do they experience these different moments. The methodologies which were refined in E4L provide a useful base for further research in this area and should be considered in future design.
Other JISC projects

Most (if not all) JISC projects will impact at some point on the student experience and should make reference to this within their activity. Projects which are planning to design tangible software products should take note of the learners experience of current software and aim to provide more learner centred outputs which engage the learner rather than just providing the content in a pedagogically sound manner. Learners value peer contact and there should be opportunity to provide easy ways for learners to share ideas and concepts.

	Section Six: Synergy & Sustainability

	List and briefly describe any links established with other Learner Experience projects, other national programmes, projects or services which contributed to your project or which you feel your project contributed to. 

Explain how the outputs and outcomes of the project will be taken forward and how these synergies could be built on in the future.

E4L has made links both locally and nationally which has helped to (and will help) continue disseminate the key messages which have arisen.

Within The University of Northampton (TUON) E4L is now embedded within the Learning and Teaching Strategy and a recent meeting of the committee (M15/09 on January 22nd 2009) had an action on all members  “To highlight the value of and disseminate the deliverables from E4L and BITE projects to colleagues in their Schools/Departments and note instances of embedding.”  There has certainly been a synergy between the JISC funded E4L project and the HEA funded pathfinder BITE project at TUON with the findings from E4L informing some of the BITE content which is being used as part of teaching staff development on both PGCTHE and general teaching sessions. The value of the ICS was also raised by a senior member of staff at the Northampton College Inset Day who fed back that “the project raised many interesting points and that he would be using these to inform a future planning session.” 

 E4L has maintained links with all of the projects within this phase of the Learner Experience Project through the work of the synthesis and support team and has made particular links with the STROLL project as Amanda Jefferies has been a member of the E4L steering group; and with LEXDIS with whom there have been joint presentations and papers.

The wide mix of experience of those staff who have been part of the steering group has been very helpful in terms of maintaining awareness of possible links and future directions. Senior university representation has maintained internal links at the highest level whilst links with Higher Education Academy, JISC RSC, Northamptonshire Adult and Community Learning, partner colleges (Northampton College and Moulton College), NIACE, and AoC NILTA have ensured that the messages from E4L have been taken to many key educational areas.

Particular mention must be made of the work of the external evaluator (Paul Brett) who has worked closely with the project since it was originally conceived, in addition to independently validating the methodology used within the project. His final report (Section nine - Appendix A) provides evidence after interviewing ten staff from a range of backgrounds who had awareness of the project from either viewing the ICS or attending one of the many presentations. The report indicates the value of the ICS output for teaching practitioners, staff development, institutional planners and with the learners themselves.

Particular recommendations to aid synergy included:

· That all the outputs be sent to Martin Oliver at the HE Academy’s Observatory, which is at http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ourwork/learning/elt/elro for inclusion as a project and to aid further dissemination.

· Producing an overview which would inform how the outcomes from the project would or could be fed into policy making and infrastructure arrangements at University of Northampton and partner institutions.
· Changes to the ICS to provide more functionality and better search facility

· Setting up a national library of video clips from the Learner Experience projects so that all nationally funded learning organisations could have access to high quality, searchable video clips.



	Section Seven: Issues and Challenges

	Report on issues or problems that impacted on the development and implementation of the project. What advice would you give to others embarking on learner experience projects? What advice would you give to anyone undertaking learner experience research within their institution?
A number of issues and challenges have been identified in the interim project reports. These are summarised below, together with their resolution and comments (“For the future”) offering pointers to researchers undertaking similar projects in the future.

The interim reports highlight a number of issues which had to be overcome during the course of the project.

Difficulty recruiting students from the FE sector

Whilst E4L was able to recruit sufficient numbers of students from HE and from the ACL sectors, it had difficulty recruiting from students within the partner institution (Northampton College). Early engagement was made with staff at the institution to secure their commitment to the project and students were offered the same incentives (MP3 player or gift vouchers) as those in the other sectors. Despite this students were reluctant to sign up or showed no commitment if they were ‘pressured’ to engage by their tutors. As a last resort, the team moved to another partner college (Moulton College) and were able to secure a number of students from this site. The key message for E4L was not to be defeated through lack of engagement and to keep trying different strategies and methods.

Design and implementation of the platform for the Interactive Case Studies (workpackage 7)

The ICS was originally conceived in the project bid as the key dissemination vehicle for the learner videos. It was felt that those viewing the content should have a chance to reflect on it to inform future viewers of ideas for future development. Whilst this concept seemed to favour the style of blog technology, it became apparent through early prototypes that the existing templates did not allow the flexibility which was required by the project. A member of the TUON web team was recruited to design a site from detailed specifications which took longer than originally planned due to the fact that this person had other conflicting demands (NOTE: It may have been easier to use an independent developer who could commit more time to this project). There have subsequently been a range of suggested changes to the ICS which mean that we either have to re-engage with this original developer or spend time sourcing a new developer. Whilst this is an issue for the E4L project, future projects should consider planning an extra few months development time into technical disseminations or use existing platforms which are already suitably developed.

Encouraging those people viewing the ICS to leave reflections has been a difficult task perhaps indicating that it will take time for this group to feel confident with leaving thoughts on the site. The external report does mention the value of the ICS but does not provide any real comments on why people were not inclined to leave their thoughts. Key suggestions for the future could include making it clear at an early stage that those leaving reflections do not have to leave any details about themselves or their institution. It may have also been useful to have pre-populated some of the clips with comments made verbally during presentations – so that new contributors did not feel that they were the first ones.



	Section Eight: Support

	Please comment on the value to your project of the Support and Synthesis team, workshops, visits and activities.  What did you most value? What would you have liked to be different?

The support workshops have been a very useful and valuable source of advice and support. We have received many specific suggestions and ideas, both from members of the Support and Synthesis team and from other projects. In addition, the Support and Synthesis have helped to ensure that the project stayed closely aligned with the aims and objectives of the programme as a whole.


