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Preface

This manual is the outcorne of an EADTU coordinated project, under
the EU e-Learning Programme, on Quality Assurance in e-learning.
It represents a quality benchmarking assessment instrument that
covers the pedagogical, organisational and technicat frameworks of
e-learning provision, with special attention on accessibility, ffexibility
and interactiveness of higher education programmes and courses.
The initiative was taken on behalf of the EADTU members that
indicated to strongly miss the e-learning specific criteria in the current
QA-systems. This is seen as a shortcoming for showing the institutions
specific expertise in this field as well as being unable to find directions
in further improving their e-learning performance,

The E-xcellence instrument supplements existing QA systems with
e-learning specific issues and addresses directly the higher and adult
education sector as well as the assessment and accreditation bodies.
From the start, the approach was taken in creating an instrument that
would not interfere with the current systems, but supplement these
as an optional building block for e-learning providing institutions.
E-xcellence therefore works within exisiing QA frameworks
rather than re-inventing them. This helped the introduction of the
Excellence instrument Furopean wide as a valuable asset to the
internal and external quality assurance systems for higher education.
In a combined partnership of EADTU network members, the Dutch
Flernish Accreditation Body {(NVAO) and the European University
Assaciation {(EUA) we have worked out an instrument that consists
of 3 main elements.

— Manual on QA in e-fearning, covering:
» the 33 benchmarks on e-learning
» the indicators related to these benchmarks
s guidance for improvement
« references to excellence level performance

— Assessors Notes, to provide a more detailed account of the issues
and the approaches
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— Tools (Weblink)
» Quick Scan
* FUll- Assessment

Next to the partnership, stakeholders and policymakers were invoived
from the start to ensure a well-supported approach.

This work being so valuable and appreciated in the higher education
community is for the greater part owing to the commitment and
expertise the various partners brought into this work.

The EUA-evaluation report on the E-xcellence instrument, January
2007, highlighted the following: *By modelling the E-xcellence tool
on the needs and interests of institutions and giving them a choice
of modes with different degrees of intensity, the tool incorporates
what has been endorsed on the European level as good practice in
external quality assurance processes. Moreover, by developing a set of
benchmarks for the European level to build its tool on, the E-xcellence
project has contributed toward building a European dimension for
the specific field of e-learning™.

Since the first on-fine publication (www.eadtu.nle-xcellencegs)
we started to further mainstream E-xcellence European wide under
E-xcellence+ (wwav.eadtu.nl/e-xcellenceplus). This publication is a first
edition and will.be updated in the coming years. This is of importance
as quality assurance in e-learning is of growing interest. Not anly has
e-learning grown to a mainstream provision of education in Open
universities as well as traditional universities, but is also becoming
the main instrument of internationalisation in education. Quality
assurance in higher education is a fundamental aspect of continued
internationatisation.

Heerlen, January 2009 George Ubachs
Managing Director EADTU

1.

introduction

The European Association of Distance Teaching Universities - EADTU
is Europe’s leading association for Lifefong Open and Flexible (LOF)
learning in distance Higher Education (HE). {www.eadtu.nl). As well
as e-learning, the model of LOF learning embraces the characteristics
of open learning, distance [earning, online learning, open accessibility,
multimedia suppaort, virtual mobility, learning communities, dual
mode (earn & learn) approaches, and the like.

The facus of this manual is Quality Assurance for e-learning in Higher
Education. It is the main product of a two-year project entitled
E-xcellence, undertaken under the auspices of EADTU and involving
a pool of experts from 12 Eurcpean institutions with a stake in
e-learning developments (see below).

Quality Assurance in HE has received much attention at the
institutional, national and European level through validation centres,
universities (and their umbrella organisations), guality- agencies,
national ministries of education and the like. These have established
systems to cover the full organisational and content-related quality
assurance of HE institutions and their programmes. However, few of
these systems have so far developed a focus on the parameters of
quality assurance governing e- learning. This has therefore been the
objective of the E-xcellence project.

It has not been the intention of the project to interfere in any way
with existing systems of quality assurance, and this manual is not
a comprehensive guide to QA procedures even in the context of
“pure” e-learning provision, It is assumed that institutions and
requlatory bodies will have a defined set of processes which provide
for the development, monitoring, evaluation and enhancement of
HE provision. This manual offers a supplementary tcol which may
be used with these QA processes to allow the consideration of
e-learning developments as a specific feature. An important aspect
of the E-xcellence project is that it offers a European-wide standard,
independent of particular institutional or national systems, and with
guidance to educational improvement.
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1.1

Purpose of the manual

The primary purpose of the manual is to provide a set of benchmarks,
quality criteria and notes for guidance against which e-learning
programmes and their support systems may be judged. The manual
should therefore be seen primarily as a reference tool for the
assessment or review of e-learning programmes and the systems
which support them.

However, the manual should also prove to be useful to staff in
institutions concerned with the design, development, teaching,
assessment and support of e-learning programmes. In providing
a set of benchmarks, quality criteria and notes of guidance it is
hoped that course developers, teachers and other stakeholders will
see the manual as a useful development and/or improvement tool
for incorporation in their own institutional systems of monitoring,
evaluation and enhancement.

1.2

1.3

Context

it is intended that the manual will be relevant to a wide range of
e-learning contexts, including blended as weli as pure provision.
Where e-learning is offered alongside other forms of learning as
part of an integrated or blended learning programme it is important
that the evaluation of these components takes place alongside those
delivered by other means so that the relative merits of different
teaching/learning approaches and the role of e-learning in overall
provision can be determined. A set of performance indicators, both
qualitative and guantitative, chosen to reflect the effectiveness of the
programme as a whole, need to be employed.

One of the characteristics of an e-learning environment is the sheer
amount of monitering information which may be made available
relative to more traditional methods of learning. Most e-learning
platforms provide for an extensive level of monitoring and feedback,
and student learning behaviour is usually more easily tracked and
recorded in an e-learning context than in a traditional classroom.
Also, external reviewers are able to gain access to the full range of
course materials and to sample the delivery of the programme directly.
This has obvious advantages for evaluation but also certain potential
disadvantages associated with the sheer volumne of data and opinion
available. It is hoped that by focussing on specific benchmarks and
criteria, institutions will be able to develop performance indicators
which are fit for purpose in their own context.

Feedback

EADTU is committed to supporting the continuous improvement
of e-learning programmes and intends to produce a web-based
supplement to the quality manual giving examples of good practice
identified by contributing organisations. EADTU therefore welcomes
feedback from any organisation which may be able to contribute to
the good practice guide,

1"
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1.4

Organisation

The manual is organised into six sections covering strategic
management, Curriculum design, Course design, Course delivery, Staff
support and Student support. Each section follows a similar format
setting out benchmarks, criticaf factors, performance indicatars, and
assessor’s notes.

The benchmarks provide a set of general quality statements covering
a wide range of contexts in which programme designers and others
work. It is intended that the benchmarks will be relevant to virtually
all e-learning situations. These benchmarks might usefully form the
basis for institutions' quality self assessment where the full range of
criteria and performance indicators are not judged relevant to the
institutional context {e.g. in situations where e-learning developments
are confined to a minority of courses or to specialist areas of the
institution's work).

The critical factors and performance indicators which follow then
focus on particular topics relevant to the benchmark statements. Not
all the critical factors will be relevant in all situations and several will
be seen to cut across more than one benchmark statement. Thus
there is not a one-ta-one relationship between the benchmarks and
the critical factors since they are pitched at different levels of analysis.
Performance indicators relating to the critical factors have been
developed at both general and excellence levels.

The Assessors notes provide a more detaited account of the issues
and the approaches which might be taken to meet reguirements in
each situation.

241

Strategic Management

Benchmarks

1. The instituticn should have e-learning policies and a strategy
for development of e-learning that are widely understood
and integrated into the overall strategies for institutional
development and quality improvement. Policies should include
both infrastructure and staff development,

2. The resourcing of developments in e-learning curricula
should take into account any special requirements over and
above the normal requirements for (non-e} curricula, These
will include items such as equipment purchase, software
implementation, recruitment of staff, training and research
needs, and technology developments.

3. Theinstitution should have a management information system
which is reliable, secure and effective for the operation of the
e-learning systems adopted.

4. When e-learning involves colfaborative provision the roles
and responsibilities of each partner should be clearly defined
through operational agreements and these responsibilities
should be communicated to all participants.

Policies and Plans

Theinstitution should have defined policies and management processes
that are used to establish strategic institutionat objectives, including
those for the development of e-learning. An institutional strategic
olan will be the uppermost tier in a planning hierarchy and will shape
the plans of academic, administrative and operatianal units of the
institution. The strategic plan will be regularly monitored, evaluated
and revised in line with experience and developing requirements.
The strategic plan should encompass a visien for the use and
development of e-learning within the institution and provide a
timescale for the achievement of strategic goals.

13
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The strategic plan should address the provision of the human,

technical and financial resources necessary for implementation. ' ' At excellence level
Due account should be taken of key strategic issues such as
relationships with other institutions, funding and regulatory bodies. Understanding of the role of e-learning is widespread within

the institution and there is an institution-wide engagement with
the development of policies and plans for its achievement and

Indicators ‘ ephancement.

The institution has an identified group of key staff responsible for
formulating, evaluating and developing institutional policies and
plans relating to e-learning. These policies and plans are set out 2.2 The role of e-learning in academic strategy

clearly for the benefit of all participants and stakeholders.

The institutional strategic plan should identify the roles that e- fearning
will play in the overall development of the institution and set
the context for production of the plans of academic departments,
administrative and operational divisions.

The institutional plan should outline options for the use of e- learning
in teaching that may define a spectrum of "blends” of e-learning and
more established pedagogic mechanisms.

Faculty and departmental plans shauld aim to best match the student
requirements of their particular market sector (naticnalfinternational
focus) in presenting e-learning/blended learning options,

The institutional strategic plan should ensure that plans of academic
departments are consistent with each other. Student maobility between
departments should not be restricted by major differences in policy or
implementation with respect to e-learning.

Indicators

The e-learning strategy is part of the general educational strateay
of the institution and there is consistency between the approaches
to e-learning taken by individual departments and faculties in line
with institutional plans.

15
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2.3

At excellence level

There is a widespread understanding of and engagement with the
implemeantation of e-learning policies across the institution.

Policy on infrastructure

Institutions developing and delivering e-learning programmes should
have a comprehensive set of policies that relate to the provision of an
effective infrastructure for delivery of teaching materials and student
support services,

The policies should address issues of:

* Finandial, physical and technical resources

» Staffing and staff development

* Management, responsibility and accountabitity.

Implementation of e-learning may require an institution to review and
revise its policies on the deployment of resources to ensure that it has
in place an adequate technical and physical infrastructure.

The administrative aspects of e-learning programmes may require
significant changes in administrative systems to enable students to
access information regarding their status, progress, etc on-fine. Equally
the “system* must have the capability to distribute appropriate
materials to students. To meet these neads the institution must ensure
that its management information system is capable of operation to
appropriate standards of reliability, security and effectiveness.

Indicators

Departmental and faculty plans address issues of resourcing,
staffing and staff development for those involved in delivery and
support functions.

Appropriate operating and security standards for all aspecis of the
provision of on-line servicés are defined.

2.4

At excellence level

Institutional plans make provision for the resources necessary
to install and rmaintain the physical and technical infrastructure
needed and allocate responsibility for the delivery of services to
specific departments,

Resourcing pfans embrace both inittal investment in equipment,
software, etc and also set appropriate targets for cycles of
updating, renewal and replacement.

Policy on virtual mobility

E-learning provides opportunities for presenting programmes that
offer considerable flexibility in terms of place and time of study and
equally provides opportunities for students and staff to participate in
virtual communities.

Programmes encouraging the physical mobility of students are
commaonplace and receive considerable support from agencies such
as the EU. The development of policies that facilitate virtual mobility is
desirable for institutions operating e-learning prograrmmes.

Policies for virtual mehility should be designed to provide students
with  opportunities to study programmes from  institutions
geographically remote from the student's home base and across
national boundaries,

Institutions participating in virtual mobifity programmes should
develop policies that embrace academic, professional and sccial
aspects of student mohility.

Institutions participating in virtual mobility programmes should ensure
that assessment of student cutcomes is consistent, well decumented
and interchangeable between institutions, Wherever possible, student
performance on a virtual mobility programme should be recognised
for the purposes of an award of the home institution in the same way
as for other programmes.

17
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2.5

Indicators

The institution recognises the benefits of e-learning for virtual
mobility, has assessed the problems, and has an explicit policy on
virtual mohility.

At excelience level

There are exchange agreements with other educationat institutions
providing e-learning programmes and inter-operabilities have
been agreed and set out with these providers.

The institution evaluates the virtual mobility policy and its results
reqularly.

Collaborative ventures

The infrasiructure and developmental costs of e-learning may create
circumstances in which collaboration with other institutions provides
an attractive route for the development and delivery of e- learning.

The development of collaborative ventures, whether initiated through
top-down or bottom-up processes should be formally agreed and
ratified prior to the course design stage.

Contractual arrangements between the collaborating partners should
define the scope of the coflaboration, the responsibilities of partners,
financial arrangements and the relationships with third parties
particularly students and teachers,

All collaborative ventures should be subject to stringent risk analysis
and appropriate contingency planning should be in place in the event
of the collaboration breaking down.

2.6

Indicators

All collaborative ventures are formalised through contractual
relationships.

Service level agreements are in place for all collaborative
arrangements.

Clear reporting lines exist for all those employed in collaborative
verniures.

Contingency plans to protect student and institutional interests
are in place for each collaborative arrangement.

At excellence level

A risk analysis is conducted on each potential collaboration,

Research and innovation in e-learning

Policies on research and innovation in e-learning need to cover both
technical and pedagogical aspects.

While not all institutions with e-learning programmes will be in a
position to conduct fundamental research into these areas, institutional
management needs to ensure that there is a clear policy framework
through which new developments and emerging techniques may be
identified, evaluated and adopted.

Indicators

There is a policy framework and an agreed set of planned activities
directed towards the improvement of e-learning programmes
through more effective use of technology, improved pedagogicat
approaches, etc.
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Activities will be linked in with the institution's processes for
continuous improvement based on monitoring, feedback and
self-evaluation but wilt also take account of developments
elsewhere given the rapid pace of progress in e-learning and its
applications.

At excellence level

The institution has a research and innovation pelicy which supports
the development and/or evaluation of new technical/pedagogical
approaches to e-learning, and a planned programme of activities
in support of the policy. These activities may be determined by
the needs of the institution's own e-learning programmes but
will usually be of relevance 1o e-learning programmes at other
institutions and the results published accordingly.

Curriculum Design

An impartant aspect of the quality of e-learning concerns the design
of the curriculum. E-Jearning curricula offer considerable opportunities
but are accompanied by risk. It is assumed that curriculum design
is broadly constrained by European and national expectations on
the knowledge, skills and professional cutcomes-based curriculum
elements.

This section addresses the particular challenges of curriculum design
presented by e-learning.

Key factors concern: flexihility in time and pace of study, programme
modularity, building the academic community, and integration of
knowledge and skills development.

21
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The challenge that institutions face is that of designing curricula that
combhine the flexibility in time and place of study offered by e-learning
without compromising standards of knowledge and skills development
or the sense of academic community associated with campus based
provision that wilt continue to be regarded as the benchmark against
which other provision is measured.

Curriculum design should address the needs of the target audience
for e-learning programmes that, in the context of growing emphasis
on lifelong learning, may differ significanily in prior experience,
interest and motivation from the traditional young adult entrant to
conventional universities, '

Benchmarks

1. E-learning curriculz  should conform  to  qualification
frameworks, codes of practice, subject benchmarks and other
institutional or national quality reguirements in the same way
as non-e curricula,

2. Curricula should be designed in such a way as to allow
maximum flexibility for the learner with respect to time,
place and pace of |earning, consistent with the satisfactory
achievemnent of learning outcomes and integration with other
(non-e) learning activities, Use of formative and summative
assessment needs to be appropriate to the curriculum
design.

3. Curriculum design should ensure that appropriate provision is
made for the acquisition of general educationat objectives and
the integration of knowledge and skills across the programme
of study. When blended learning is used, the contribution of
e-learning compenents to the development of educational
objectives needs to be made clear.

4, Curricula should be designed in such as way as to require
broad participation in an on-line academic community. As
well as student-student and student-tutor interactions this
should include, where appropriate, interaction with external
professionals and/or involvernent in research and professional
activities.

3.1

Flexibility

E-learning offers the opportunity to provide flexibility in the time,
place and pace of learning. The presentation of content can be more
flexible and the didactic approach more open. A key consideration
may be the integration of e-learning with other study modes and
providers need to demonstrate that they allow students to extract the
maximum henefit from the flexibility offered.

Institutions need to have clear policies and practices for scheduling
programmes and courses that take due account of student
requirements for flexibility in time and place of study. The impact of
these poficies and procedures on course and programme completion,
skills development and the development of student communities
should be assessed.

Institutions should identify and analyse patterns of usage and use
these to inform policies an flexibility.

Time and Pace

The 24 x 7 access to computer network systems commenplace in
the commercial world is a feature that facilitates flexibility and is
considered in the student support section. Flexibility at the macro and
micro levels must be addressed in pregramme design.

At the macro level students may have the flexihility to start and
complete courses and programmes to schedules of their own
choasing.

At the micro level e-learning offers the possibility for students to
work to flexible timetables of their own choosing within a cchort
of students progressing through the course or programme to overall
schedules established by the institution.

In curriculum design the focus is usually on the macro level with the
presumption that the detail refating to course materials design and
delivery system availability will be implemented to maximise micro
level flexibility.

While conventional annual or semester-based cycles of course provision
may not be appropriate for students on e-learning programmes,
the scheduling of courses with no fixed start or finish times is not
necessarily educationally effective or desirable. Fixed start and finish
dates for course modules constrain student flexibility but facilitate

23
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the management of student cohoris and allow for participation in
group activity.

Fixed times for submission of assignments provide target dates for
task completion and provide a structure analogous to the lecture
or sgninar schedule of a face-to- face programme but may place
significant restrictions on the flexibility required by students facing
pressures from family or employment obligations.

Indicators .

There is an institutional policy for course scheduling which
curriculum designers adhere to.

At excellence level

This policy provides curriculum designers with a range of options
for the schedufing of course presentations.

The selection of particular options is influenced by market research
amongst potential students,

There is consistency in the scheduling patterns adopted such
that student movement across related courses or programmes is
facilitated,

Place

E-learning programmes should offer learners considerable flexibility
in the place of study with the optimum being the full provision of
learning facilities via any internet access point,

It the institution operates a network of study centres that provide
elements of e-learning o an intranet basis (e.g. for reasons of software
licensing or specialist video conference services) the requirement for

- attendance at such centres should be clearly recognised as placing a

restriction on student flexibility,

Provision of aspects of the curriculum that require access to specialist
facilities such as laboratories, and direct face to face human contact
may detract from institutions offering programmes fuily on line.
In these circumstances blended provision is the only practicable
mechanism. '

A maijor issue for curriculum designers is the temporat distribution
of activities that are restricted in place. Designers may chose to
aggregate face-to-face activities in a small number of modules within
a programme with the result that these modules require similar levels
of attendance to conventional provision. Alternatively curriculum
designers may distribute the activities so that the majority of modules
have a limited requirement for attendance.

It is envisaged that institutions will address issues of eligibility for
study by virtue of place of residence at national, European Education
Area and broader international presentation and wiil have adequate
policies relating to rights issues, fee levels, examination arrangements

etc.

indicators

Institutional policies provide a consistent approach to defining the
circumstances under which students should he required to attend
a particular location. These will be (i) for pedagogical reasons or
(i} for reasons associated with identity verification.

Programme information clearly indicates the pattern of any
attendance requirements and the eligibility for study by place of
residence.

Blended Learning

Most e-learning is likely to take place in conjunction with other forms
of learning either face-to-face or using more "traditional” distance
methods. As in other aspects of fiexibility there are macro and micro
dimensions. At macro level combining e-learning and face-to-face
modules provides a coarse grained blend, at micro level a single
module may integrate e-learning and face-to-face teaching.

25
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Curriculum designers must consider what is the optirum mixture of
online and traditional approaches in particutar contexts.

The mixture should depend on several facters, such as actual distance
{time and place) between student and teacher, the nature of the
learning outcomes, skills acquisition, modes of assessment, ete.

The institution may offer students the opportunity to blend their
learning by offering equivalent course modules through different
modes of delivery. For example a student may choose to study the
preliminary parts of a programme through e-learning but choose to
attend campus based courses for the remainder.

Consistency in module size, clearly stated learning and skills
development outcomes will assist students in the selection of
programmes and study modes that best suit their requirements.
Blended learning within a module may be achieved through provision
of conventional teaching sessions supporting e-fearning materials,
Whether face-to-face contact is provided directly or delivered
through synchronous technologies such as video conferencing may
be dependent on student distribution and technology infrastructure,

Indicators

Where blended learning is employed, the cusriculum provides a
balanced mixture of online and traditional approaches to learning
including assessment. '
Curriculum designers have assigned clear pedagogic functions to
the components of the programmes and these match well with
the delivery maode envisaged,

At excellence level

There are opportunities to complete programmes by integrating
e-learning and face to face courses within a single programme,

3.14

3.1.5

Modularity

Appropriately designed and implemented modular programmes
enable institutions to offer their students a broad curriculum and
optimise utilisation of resources.

The costs of e-learning development dictate that many institutions will
seek to work in institutional consortia for curriculum development.
Under these circurnsiances agreement over modular steuctures at
programme and course levels is imperative.

The institution should adopt a structure for programme and course
sizes that is consistent with national and European norms and aligns
with systems for credit accumulation and transfer. These should be
based on student workloads (expressed in notional study time) and
the conversion rate into credit points should be widely understood.
Students should be presented wherever possible with short and
flexible elements or courses from which to build a programme which

meets their nesds.

Indicators

The institution has a clear and consistent policy in respect of
modular programme design.

Credit Transfer

Credit transfer between programmes within an institution and
more broadly between institutions and across national boundaries
contributes to the flexipility offered to e-learning students.

policies on credit transfer and the technical features of credit systems
should be applied to e-learning programmes in the same way as for
other modes of provision. These need to be aligned to national and
European systems for credit recognition and transfer.

Curriculum designers need to be clear about definitions of credit
and credit value, workload measures, credit levels, qualification
requirements, learning outcomes, generic skills development,
assessment criteria, etc. Each of these factors will impact on the policy
for credit transfer inte and cut of the programme.
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3.2

Indicators

The institution has a credit transfer policy that is widely applied.
The credit transfer system is aligned with national and European
systems of credit transfer and operates bi-directionally.

Academic Community Development

Participation in a scholarly community that values the exchange of
knowledge and ideas is an essential component of higher education.
Institutions  presenting e-learning programmes  should design
their curricula to foster broad participation in an on-line academic
community.

fn.some instances participation is explicit through student (and staff)
contributions to group activities designed as components of the
curriculum. In other instances it is implicit through scholarly social
interaction in a campus based environment,

To provide parity of experience between traditional forms of higher
education and provision primarily delivered through e-learning,
instituticns should specifically address the issue of formal and informal
community building across its academic community.

Policies for curriculum design  should specifically address the
knowledge and skills acquisition required by national and European
award structures, identify those elements in which collaborative
activity is required and provide broad direction as to how students
following e-learning programmes should participate in the broader
academic community

Three aspects of community development may be identified to which

curriculum design needs to be sensitive.

Firstly, a general academic community is required by ail departments

and divisions of the institution to provide a framework for student-

teacher and student-student interactions.

Secondly, communities may need to be established to fulfil a specific

academnic objective, such as participation in research activity.

Thirdly, communities may need to be established to link students in

with broader professional communities,

Student-student, student-teacher

E-learning offers modern ways of building communities between
teachers and students, and between students and their peers. Time,
place and pace of study may be flexible, content may be presented
remotely, however persanal interaction between student and teacher
{tutor) is a key component of e-learning in a higher education context.
As there is no direct contact in the delivery of learning content, it
should be a principle of curriculum design that alternative embedded
prompts are used to initiate contact belween the participants in the
teaching-learning process.

If student-student interaction is required for a specific pedagogic
function (e.g. to provide for the development of effective team
waorking skills) curriculum designers should establish the requirement
in programme specifications and ensure that the responsibility for
teaching and assessing these skills is allocated appropriately between
courses in the programme.

Students should be informed of those peer interactions that are
essential to successful completion of a programme, and measures
should be in place to ensure that such interactions are appropriately
monitored and assessed.

Structuring remote student-student contact for discussion presents
significant challenges but the institution should be supportive of the
formation of on-line discussion groups.

The institution may work with student groups and associations in
fostering on-line student groups that operate independently of
programme structures. These groups may have a subject, professional
or predominantly sccial focus.

Assessment policy may provide a structure for one to cne contact
between teacher and individual students. The role of the teacher as
the leader of a student group provides the teacher with a rationale to
act as a focal point for student discussion.

Teachers may be allocated the role of moderating student discussion
areas to stimulate discussion and enstre that appropriate levels of
netiquette prevail.

Electronic forums for interchange of experience amongst teaching
staff provide important mechanisms for staff development through
exchange of good practice.

29




30

Quality Assessment for E-learning a Benchmarking Approach

322

Indicators

There are institutional policies relating to the development of
on-line communities allowing student-student and student-
teacher interactions.

Criteria for the assessment of student-student interactions exist
and are applied consistently across programmes and courses.

At excellence level

Curriculum designers spacify clearly the pedagogic role that
student-student interaction plays in their programmes.

Teaching staff are supported by formal and informal staff
development activity in the use of on-line tools for community
building.

Connectivity with non-campus professionals and professions

Programmes that are professional or vecational in nature may
traditionally require students to spend some part of their study on
placement activities in a professional organisation of some sort.
Designers of e-learning programmes should explore how they might
manage these situations particularly taking account of the fact that
e-learning courses may have greatest appeal to students who are
already in employment.

Institutions may adhere to conventional policies requiring students
to be embedded in an organisation selected by the institution or
alternatively they may develop mades of work-based assessment that
relate to their students’ current employment and allow for negotiation
with their employers.

There are significant potential difficulties for workplace-based
professional practice for institutions intending to operate across a
broad geographic territory or national boundaries in the negotiation
and management of placement arrangements.

.

3.2.3

Less formal community building with the professional sector may
be achieved through structured links to professional body websites,
jointly developed on-line events, etc.

Indicators

The institution offers mechanisms for students to participate in
active communities of research and professional practice where
this is an integral part of the programme.

At excellence level

The curriculum offers opportunities for (distance) contacts between
fellow students and with teachers, researchers, professionals, etc
to stimulate and develop a critical attitude.

The institution works closely with professional bodies in the
development of on-line professional communities.

Research involvement

Development of research skills and participation in individual or group
research activity s a requirement of national and European qualification
structures at degree level, Institutions offering programmes delivered
through e-learning must be able to demonstrate that these skills can
be delivered and assessed using on-line technolagies.

Access to library facilities now seldom presents problems for students
studying remotely and web-based research forms the backbone of
many conventional research projects.

On-ine students may contribute to the work of campus-based
research groups possibly participating in meetings using deskiop
video and audio conferencing methods.

Access to laboratory facilities poses greater problems but it should
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be recognised that many students choosing to study remotely by
e-learning may be studying for professional reasons and be in a
position to undertake research activity related to their full-time
employment,

Curgriculum frameworks should facilitate a broad interpretation of
how research skills may be developed and not restrict the definition
to focus solely on "traditional™ campus-based research activity.
Curriculum design should address the placement of research medules
in programmes taking due account of the skills and independence
that will be demanded of students in conducting research remote
from day to day contact with supervisors.

Research supervisors may require new skills to transfer their supervisory
experience to an on-line context; staff development programmes
should be available to support this transition.

Institutional policies regarding the publication and attribution of
the ouicomes of research should be reviewed 1o ensure that they
adequately address issues associated with the contribution of e-
learning students.

On-line publication is a natural dissemnination and publication route
for students undertaking e-learning. Publication within a closed
on-line community associated with a programme or subject area
will facilitate the development of a community of researchers and
encourage a culture of supportive critique and review.

Indicators

The curriculum offers students the opportunity to undertake or
be involved in research in order for them to develop appropriate
research, critical evaluation and cornmunication skills.

A progressive development of research skills is an integral
component of programme design.

At excellence level

The institution has policies regarding the involvement of e-learning
students in the activities of campus-based research groups.

3.3.1

Opportunities are provided for on-line publication and peer review
in a supportive environment.

3.3 Knowledge and Skills

Curriculum design should ensure that the curriculum covers those
aspects of knowledge and skills required of graduates in the domain
under consideration.

Issues specific to e-learning are those of whether skills can be
developed uniformly across all courses in a pragramme or whether
there is a need to adijust programme structure as the mode of delivery
demands some partitioning of skills and knowledge acquisition.
There remain issues of whether delivery of some aspects of skills
acquisition can be achieved using e-learning technologies. In this
domain institutions have a responsibility to demonstrate to their
students and to regulatory bodies and employers that the delivery of
skills and their assessment are valid and effective.

Transferable skills

The development of a suite of core transferable skills that relate to
literacy, numeracy, critical analysis, presentation and communication
together provide an essential aspect of higher education programmes.
These skills are highly valued by employers who may regard them as
of equal if not greater importance than the subject knowledge that
graduates take with them to the world of employment.

(nstitutions offering e-learning programmes have a responsibility
to provide these skills for their students and to demonstrate their
provision and effective assessment to potential employers.

A key element in curriculum and programme design is the clear
definition of learning cutcomes and skills to be acquired at various
stages. Curriculum designers should identify a logical progression
of skills development and allocate responsibility for delivery and
assessment of skills to courses in a programime.

Skills prerequisites may be as important as knowledge prerequisites in
determining progression between courses in a programme.
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3.3.2

The institution may need to develop specific assessment metheds to
verify skills acquisition.

The institution may support students in recording evidence of skills
acquisition via an e-portfclio system.

indicators

The institution has a dear policy regarding the acquisition
and assessment of core transferable skills which apply to all
programmes including those delivered by e-learning.

The institution has a common framework for the assessment of
skills acquisttion,

At excellence level

The institution actively researches pedagogical techniques for the
development of generic skills and findings are widely disserninated
to those involved in curriculum design via publications, warkshops
etc.

The institution offers an e-porfolio service to assist students in
recording their generic and transferable skills,

Professional and vocational

The curriculum should offer students the opportunity to build
relationships between different areas of content and between
contents and skills used by professionals (including researchers) in
their occupation. The development of professional and vocational
skills should align with the expectations of professional bodies and
employers.

Many students pursuing e-learning programmes may already be in
employment, and institutions should make positive efforts to provide
recognition for the professional skills and knowledge already held by
their students,

34

Professional bodies may adopt a conservative approach to the potential
of e-learning for provision of professional skills, and institutions may
need 1o pay particular attention to ensure that their curricula develop
and assess these skills, and that this is apparent to all.

Curriculum design may allocate responsibility for development of
professicnal skills to specific modules that address their development
in a blended learning format or even require attendance for the full
duration of the medule.

Indicators

Currculum design ensures that students are able to build
relationships between areas of content and with identified
professional skills.

The responsibility for delivery and assessment of outcomes
related to professional knowledge and skills is clearly assigned to
particular components of the programme.

At excellence level

Communications with professional and employer associations
regarding their needs and the effectiveness of e-learning in
developing and assessing professiona skills have been undertaken
at the curriculum design stage.

Assessment procedures

It should be the goal of all institutions engaged in e-learning to
develop and implement assessment systems that are recognised
as at least being equivalent to those used in conventional systems
regarding their effectiveness and integrity.

Assessment should include both formative and summative elements.
Individual items of assessment may fulfil either or both functions,
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3.4.1

3.4.2

provision of feedback on performance being essential to meet
formative functions.

Curriculum designers should address all the intended learning
outcomes for a programme and ensure that there is an overall
strategy for their assessment that reflects the diversity of the modes
of knowledge and skills acquisition.

Formative assessment

Formative assessment can take a variety of forms ranging from
voluntary self-assessment tests with built-in feedback to more formal
items of assessment, which may well have a summative assessment
role, but which also demand individualised feedback fram a tutor or
examiner and through which a student can judge their progress and
reflect on their further learning.

The role of formative assessment in e-learning curricula is a crucial one
in overcoming the limitations imposed by self-study, and curiculum
designers need to exploit the opportunities offered by e-learning
platforms to provide feedback to students and to allow assessment
of progress at regular intervals.

Summative assessment

Procedures for summative assessment need to be:

* explicit (i.e. the reguirements for successful completion of the
assessinent item and the criteria by which marks are allccated
should be clear to students and examiners afike)

fair {j.e. the nature of the assessment should not favour or disfavour
any particular student or group of students)

valid (i.e. ihe assessment should be an effective test of the
achievement of the particular learning or skills outcome(s) under
consideration)

reliable (i.e. the procedures for assessing performance and alfocating
marks should be consistent with respect to time, place, and the
participants involved)

* plural (i.e. not over-reliant on one particular form of assessment)

Assessment judgements need to be exercised collectively, as far as
possible. Where e-learning programmes involve the participation of

examiners at widely dispersed geographical locations, measures need
to be put in place to ensure that agreed marking criteria are being
adopted consistently. This may involve workshops {physical or virtual)
for training and dissemination of good practice, and will involve some
form of second-marking between examiners. External moderation
of summative assessments and their outcomes is regarded as good
practice, and e-learning curricula generally lend themselves well to
external moderation.

Particular care needs to be exercised in an-line summative assessments
to ensure that the work submitted for assessment is that of the
registered candidate for the award. Cheating can take the form of
impersonation for a written examination or plagiarism of another's
work in essays or assignments. Computer software is now routinely
used to check for possible plagiarism. Preventing impersonation on-
line is more ditficult, and for this reason many e- learning programmes
require candidates to attend a registered examination centre to
undertake written exarninations.

It is good practice to identify and analyse cases of significant
discrepancy between individual students performance on different
forms of assessment,

Indicators

The institution's processes for currictlum design take proper
account of the particular requirements for effective formative and
summative assessment on-line.

Assessment processes are well documented and alf those involved
in marking are trained in their role, work to cormmon marking
schemes and are subject to effective monitoring.

All involved in assessment are aware of the particular problems
of the identification of the work of individual students and
appropriate security arrangements- are applied to summative
components of continuous assessment and examinations.
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4,

Course Design

Benchmarks

. Each course should include a clear statement of learning

outcomes in respect of both knowledge and skills. Outcomes
should be of such a nature as to be attainable through
e- learning, augmented as and when necessary by face-to-
face provision. In a blended-learning contexi there should be
an explicit rationale for the use of each component in the
blend.

. Learning outcomes, not the availability of technology, should

determine the means used to deliver course content and there
needs to be reasoned coherence between learning outcomes,
the strategy for use of e-learning, the scope of the learning
materials and the assessment methads used.

. learning outcomes should be comparable with those of

courses delivered by other means.

. Courses should be designed in such a way as to:

a. foster active learning

b. facilitate individual study and the development of study
skills

¢, support the development and interaction of learning
communitias

d. place the learner in control of time, place and pace of
learning wherever possible

e. recognise the diversity of learners and build on their
strengths and backgrounds

f. make appropriate provision for persons with disabilities

g. be sensitive in their use of materials to the culturat diversity
present amongst learners

h. require learners to reflect on, evaluate and provide
feedback on course contents and requirements

. Interactions between students and with tutors (both

synchronous and asynchrenous) should be facilitated by a
variety of means including e-mail, telephone, group forums

10.

etc to allow both individual and group interactions. Access to
tutors should be designed to be on a regular and sufficient basis

‘known to both tutors and learners. At the minimum level of

engagement tutors should provide learners with timely expert
advice on course issues or materials and individual feedback
on assignments.

Course design, development and evaluation should involve
individuals or teams with expertise in both academic and
technical aspects. Integral to the course design process should
be mechanisms for trialling materfals and incorporating
feedback into the final product.

Learning materials shauld be designed with a sufficient level
of interactivity to enable active student engagement and to
enable them to test their knowledge, understanding and skills
at regular intervals. Where self-study materials are meant to
be free-standing, they should be designed in such a way as to
allow learners on-going feedback on their progress through
self-assessment tests.

Course materials should conform 1o explicit guidelines
concerning layout and presentation and be as consistent as
possible across a programme.

Course materials including the intended learning outcomes,
should be regularly reviewed, up-dated and improved using
feedback from stakeholders as appropriate.

Courses should provide both formative and summative
assessment companents. Summative assessment needs fo be
explicit, fair, valid and reliable (see section 2.5.2). Appropriate
measures need to be in place ta prevent impersanation and/or
plagiarism, especially where assessments are conducted on-
line.
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a1

Pedagogic Design

Decisicns about the use of e-learning in particular contexts should be
made on the basis of providing the most effective means of achieving
the prescribed learning outcomes, not an the basis of availability of
the technolegy.

E-learning provides tools to support a range of pedagogic modes:
highly efficient text and interactive media distribution io serve didactic
approaches, resource rich environments for problem based learning
and colfaborative working environments for dialogue centred learning
processes,

It is expected that Pedagogic Design choices will vary with the subject
and level of courses, an e-learning institution should provide for
diversity of pedagogic approaches in its offering.

There should be a clear rationale for the use of e-learning and the
level of support provided.

Pedagogic designers must resolve the tension between the ease of
access offered by the anywhere, anytime availability of on-line e-
learning delivery and the flexibility of pedagogic interaction offered
by direct face-to-face contact with teachers inherent in the best of
classroom based teaching.

Pedagogic Strategy

Establishing a pedagogic strategy is a key stage in course design.
Those undertaking this task should address how the e- learning
methodologies available to them can best be used to assernble a
pedagogic model appropriate to the fevel and subject domain of the
CoUrse.

Three broad pedagogic approaches make differing demands on the
capabilities of e-learning systems:

Didactic fearning: Efficient delivery of structured teaching materials,
embedded testing and remediation can be achieved on-line allowing
for flexible pace of study by independent learners working to self
determined schedules

Problem based learning: On-line fearning can provide access to
information resources that are on a par with campus based access
but learner support and assessment require human intervention
Collaborative Learning: Tools for on-line collaborative working are
widely available. Their use however places constraints on flexibility in
place and time of study and appropriate academic oversight.

The majority of courses will utilise several pedagogic approaches
to secure their learning outcomes. The use of different types of
e- learning and levels of support needs to be fit for purpose.

Indicators

Staff understands the advantages and disadvantages of using
e-fearning for knowledge and skills acquisition in particular course
contexts.

At excellence level

Understanding of the relationship between pedagogical design
and e- learning component methodologies is widespread and

evidence- based.
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4.1.3

Blended learning models

wThe pedagagic approach currently referred to as blended learning
advocates the use of a number of media for curriculum delivery and
student support. For example, students may study e-learning materials
but attend occasional face to face seminars to facilitate academic
community building and practice of interpersanal skills,

Rationale for the blend should be clearly communicated to students
in course documentation.

indicators

Fitness for purpose should drive decisions on the selection of
pedagogic components. The blending should be such that
different methods and media are well chosen within and between
courses, both in distribution over time and extent of use,

At excellence level

There is extensive institutional experience of delivery using
blended learning and this experience is widely shared through the
organisation.

Well informed decisions on the use of pedagogic components
are made routinely and reffect institutional policies regarding the
development of learner knowledge and skills.

Roles of Tutors and Mentors in e-learning

In online delivery instructors/tutors/mentors undertake a vital teaching
role that differs somewhat from that of a conventional traditional
classroem teacher. It is frequently asserted that the use of tutors is
a key factor in achieving high student satisfaction and low drop-out
rates. At the pedagogic design phase course designers must define
the roles that will be undertaken by those responsible for provision
of on-line support,

4.1.4

In a mature e-learning institution these roles will be well defin‘ed a‘nd
course designers will have a number of options, suited to differing
levels and subject domains, available to them.

A number of communication routes may be used to ensure appropriate
mechanisms for the provision of support and feedback fo students
and there will be recognised mechanisms 1o initiate contact between

mentor and student.
Cormmunication routes may be both synchronous and asynchronous.

Indicators

Access to tutors is designed to be on a regular and sufficient basis
known to both tutors and learners.

At the minimum leve! of engagement tutors provide learners with
timely expert advice on course issues or materials and individual

feedback on assignments. '
Tutors are able to use a variety of means (e-mail, telephone, forums

etc.) to interact with learners both individually and in groups.
The course design requires tutors to monitor learners’ progress on
a regular and on- going basis and to contact learners whenever

required to discuss progress.

At excellence level

Tutor-learner and learner- learner interaction is integral to the

pedagogic design.
Where a VLE is deployed this fully supports the range of
interactions needed, including mdmdual and group interactions,

disclosed and undisclosed.

Self-Study Materials

The use of learning materials designed for independent student study
offers learners significant flexibility in time and place of study.
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Self-study materials may provide part of the main course material but
may also offer a valuable mechanism to provide additional support
in topics that may be desirable, rather than essential prerequisite
knowledge for a course,

Self-study materials may be designed to serve the needs of several
courses or programmes thus each package should be self contained,
have clear learning ohbjectives and measurable outcomes.

When delivered by e-learning the materials should be designed to
maximise the use of interactive techniques to provide opportunity for
student self assessment of progress towards learning outcomes. The
predicted expansion of the availability of readily accessible repositories
f)f learning objects may enable institutions to augment their own
inventory of self study materials and provide their students with a
wider range of self study materials than current practice allows.
Course designers should establish the extent to which they will exploit
the availability of self study materials.

Indicators

The availability, function and purpose of self-study materials is
clearly defined and communicated to students.

Self-paced materials incorporate extensive embedded testing of
learning objectives.

Materials have specified embedded learner support and self
assessment efements,

At excellence level

Materials demonstrate high levels of student activity providing a
rich learning experience,

Self assessment elements provide remedial teaching in response
10 student performance.

The institution has a policy for use of self learning materials from
a number of quality assured sources.

4.2

421

Course design

The course design process should demonstrate a rational progression
from establishing the need for the course within the overall
curricutum, through the design of a conceptual framework to the
detailed development and production of course materials.

Each course shauld include a clear statement of the learning
outcomes to be achieved on successful completion. These outcomes
will be specified in terms of knowledge, skills, vocational/professional
competencies, personal development, etc. and will usually be a
combination of these.

The development of each course should provide a clear documented
course specification which sets out the relationship between learning
outcomes and their assessment.

Though aspecis of detailed development and implementation of
the e- learning course might be subcontracted to an outside agency
{e.q. a consortium partner, a commercial e-learning developer) the
delegation of such tasks should be conducted under full oversight of
the parent institution.

Where the design of the e-learning course has been contracted out,
the responsibility for its performance remains with the awarding
institution.  Under these circumstances, arrangements for its
evaluation, modification and enhancement are important aspects of
the pragramme plan,

Relationship with Curriculum

The course should be designed to fulfil a clear role in the institution's
curriculum and the learner's overall programme with clear statements
of its objectives in terms of knowledge acquisition and skills
development.

If the course fulfils a role in more than one programme the
dependencies that may affect student knowledge and skilis in all
these programmes should be clearly identified.

An institutional curriculum map may provide information on the role
of each course offered by the institution.
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4.2.2

Indicators

Course planning and approval takes place within a structured
curricufum framework, .

The objectives and learning outcomes for the course and its
methods of assessment are compatible with those of courses
detivered by other means,

Bationale for use of e- learning and the level of support provided
is cfear 1o staff and learners alike.

At excellence level

Fourse learning outcomes and skills acquisition are mapped to an
institutional framework.

The role of the e-learning course in the programme as a whole
is set out clearly and comprehensively in student handbooks/
guides.

Conceptual phase

During this phase, course designers will define:

+ the coverage of the course

* the key pedagogic technigues that will be used
+ the likely methods required for assessment

and, regarding the human and other resources needed:
* the subject expertise required
* the professional skills required

The output from this phase of activity is an outline specification of the
course and it may represent a critical step in an institution's course
approval and resource allocation process.

Mechanisms for acquiring feedback from learners and other
stakeholders also need to bé planned at this stage.

4,2.3

Indicators

Students' expected prior knowledge and competencies have been
considered and requirernents made explicit.
Saurces of expertise have been identified.

At excelience level

Course design, development and evaluation is conducted by teams
bringing expertise in subject domain, media use, insiructional
design, technical expertise, and evaluation.

Integral to the course design process are mechanisms for trialling
materials and incorporating feedback into the final product.

The importance of appropriate interaction (synchronous or
asynchronous) between learners and wittt tutors is reflected in
the design of the course.

Analysis

This phase of course design further develops the course specification,
typically through undertaking a detailed analysis of learner and
institutional contexts addressing key issues of e-learning such as
access to ICT and networks.

The outcome of this phase is a detailed specification of the course,
its learning outcomes, skills development, detailed content, modes
of delivery, assessment rationale, and the support that forms the
framework for the remainder of the development process.
Statements of knowledge and skills prerequisites are an important
component of the specification particularly in institutions and
consortia consiructing modular programmes.

Dependent on the scope and size of the course, authoring roles
will be allocated to specific authors. The authoring specification will

indicate the outcomes expected.
Academic authors and media professionals are commissioned to
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develop course materials within the course specification framework.
Assessment instruments may be used to ascertain the specific learning
styies of students, which then determine the type of course delivery.

Indicators

Key aspects of the course and learner context are researched and
specified. .

Detailed prerequisites and student learning outcomes (both
knowledge and skills-based) are specified.

There are clear statements regarding the use of ICT within the
course.

At excellence level

fknalysis of course and learner context is conducted within an
institution-wide framework.

Pre-requisites and student learning oufcomes are developed
within an institutional or national frarmewuork, facilitating student
mobility between courses, departments and institutions. Fach
course defines its use of ICT within an institutional framework.

Content Criteria

Student interaction with course material is a key factor in e- learning.
Dasign of course content should aim to deliver cutcomes via a
balanced use of e- learning media, on-line support facilities and (in
the case of courses employing a blended learning appreach) other
teaching medfa.

In particular, content should: .

+ be relevant, appropriate and clearly presented

+ build on and reinforce prereguisite concepts and skilis
* intraduce, assess and reinforce new concepts and skills

4.3

+  be logically structured and sequenced
¢ be interactive

Course designers will match their use of the media and delivery
modes available to them to the course outcomes identified in the

analytical phase.
Course designers will develop content that allows for pedagogic and

subject updating.

Indicators

The specification of course content demnonstrates appropriate
matching of e-learning media with pedagogic objectives.

The e-learning content is well structured with clear relationships
between components and signposting of study routes through
the course materials.

At excellence level

The institution has effective mechanisms to share knowledge and
experience in the design of course content and the consequent
impact on student learning.
E-learning content is designed to allow for updating and
adaptation to new contexts.

Materials and production design

The processes employed in the design and preduction of course
materials may have a majer impact on their teaching effectiveness.
Development of a course may be a significant media and software
development project and demands the application of project
management technigues that may be applied either from initial
course design or, if there is a formal separation between the two,
throughout the materials production phiase.
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4.3.1

It is presupposed that inputs from several professions are desirable for
the development of high quality e-learning materials.

Effective interaction between key professionals is an important
performance indicator.

Technical desigh

The Institution should provide a framework of technical, accessibility
and presentational standards that apply o e-learning materials and
systems embracing the following factors:

Ergonomics: Interfaces used in the technical design of courses
should conform with up to date standards of ergonomic design and
navigation through e-material.

Attractiveness: Interfaces and design of material, including e-material,
should conform to broadly acceptable standards and be neurtral as to
sex, ethnicity, age and related issues.

Madernity: Software used in the courses should conform to recent
standards of version and use, and be platform neutral or offer a
choice in use.

Downloads: Material to be downloaded should take into account
reasonable standards of time to download, pace of download, and
platforms of compression (if used).

Updating: Software used should be such that updates are easily
implemented and readily accessible to users.

Consistency: Consistent style sheets and schemas should provide
consistency of use for learners. Authors should be provided with
consistent autharing tools and a supportive environment to enable
them to make effective use of tools.

Indicators

The course materials and other an-line services are designed
to operate effectively on a clearly specified equipment and
connectivity platform.

The technical aspects take appropriate account of the locations
and circumstances in which students may access the learning
rmaterials.

4.3.2

At excellence level

The institution provides course authors and course teams with
extensive support on the technical aspects of course design.

The institution has one or more groups of staff committed to the
ongeing development and implementation of policies relating to
use of software and other tools for course design.

The institution has implemented a clear strategy for the technical
requirements for student access to e- learning.

Interface

The student user interface is the primary route through which students
access learning materials, Poorly designed features of this interface
ray create irritating barriers to learning achievement.

From a student perspective the interface should be fully supported by
all involved in course design and delivery, and incorporate common
features across all the institution's programmes.

Important features are:
That the interface is consistent. Elements such as font, text, placement

and presentation should be consistent.
Feedback cues should be avaitable, e.g. the link changes colour when

clicked etc. .
Movement between levels and between services and functions should

be intuitive and consistent. .
The interface should comply with usability requirements.
it should allow autputs in different formats.

Indicators

Students' engagement with the course materials is assisted by use
of a consistent interface providing access to course components.
The function of course companents is identified by consistent use
of styles, formats, buttons etc.

All interfaces comply with applicable usability standards.
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4.3.3

At excellence level

The institution provides course authors and course teams with
a range of standard interface tools that can be customised to
course-specific needs,

The institution offers course teams a choice of styles, formats etc
that allow selection appropriate to course needs whilst providing
opetational effictency and institutional identity.

Content Criteria

The development of high quality e-learning content is dependent
on close collaboration and good communication between academic
course designers and those responsible for its reslisation as teaching
media.

Engagement between academics and media professionals in the
technical design contributes significantly to the effectiveness of course
materials. One key issue that impinges on working relationships
is whether technical design inputs should be integrated with the
academic and pedagogic design process or whether they should be
applied to the outputs from this process.

Management of the interface between academic and media/technical
experts is a key issue in circumstances where technical realisation of
the teaching materials is subcontracted to a separate organisation.
At all times it remains the responsibility of academic leaders to rule
on matters of pedagogy and content. Academics should be literate
in the use of e-media and fully aware of technical oppartunities and
constraints. '

The matertals content should;

+ conform to usability standards and guidelines

+ conform to metadata standards

¢ be relevant, accurate, appropriate and clear

* be designed for regular updating

s be reviewed pericdically to ensure it continues to meet program
standards

4.3.4

» be appropriately interactive . N
+ accord to legal reguirements e.g. copyright issues be identified

and documented

Indicators

The course materials are judged to be fit for purpose by students
and external assessors.

The course content provides a range of learning experiences for
students and is adequately interactive.

At excellence level

The course materials are acknowledged to be of high standard by
students, academic peers and media professionals.

The course content offers diversity in the learning experiences
provided and enables students to fulfil learning outcomes in a
stimutating environment.The course content can be used flexibly
in contexts other than its initial application.

Process management

The processes for producing coursse material should be well managed
and allow for effective collaboration between the professional groups
involved. 1t is anticipated that institutions will adopt and implement
project managerment processes appropriate to their circumstances
and that materials development projects will be progressed within
agreed budgetary frameworks.

In circurnstances where a significant proportion of materials production
activity is undertaken by externai organisations or consort.ium
partners, external partners should be appropriately integrated into
the institution’s project management process.

particulars of the project management framework might include:
Documentation of production processes and roles of the actors in them.
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Clear protocols for the transfer and handover of course materials
between professional groups.

Invelvement of and support for all categaries of professional staff
engaged in materials development and production.

Clearly established pathways for materials development aliowing for
parallel and serial contributions by professional groups and other
participants as necessary.

Clear mapping of dependencies in the production pathways.
Establishment and use of protocols for version control.

Contractual templates for development activities sub-contracted to
external agencies in compliance with industry best practice,

Clearly defined relationships between contributors to consortium
arrangerments.

Costing methodologies reflecting the direct and indirect costs of
media selection cn the lifetime costs of the course,

Indicators

The production of the course is progressed using an identifiable
project management methodology.

The roles of individuals within the project team is well defined and
all recognise their professional interdependence.

Those responsible for project management make timely and
appropriate decisions.

At excellence level

The institution operates a production management system that
Provides alt involved with course praoduction access to tools and
information essential to menitoring course materials production.
Well established protocols and contracts facilitate project
management of course components commissioned from third
party individuals or organisations. )
The institution has extensive information on the costs of course
materials production.

4.4

4.41

Assessment and Evaluation

Design of the student assessment and evaluation components of an
e-learning course is an integral part of the design process and needs
to be considered in both the curriculum design and course design
phases {see also section 2.5)

Student assessment

Course designers should plan the process of student assessment as
an integral component of a course addressing issues relating to scope
and method of delivery. They should ensure that the assessment
fits the method of delivery and that the total assessment burden is
proportionate to the size of the course and its credit rating.

students should be fully informed on the nature and function of
assessments, their contribution to summative assessment and their
relationship to intended learning outcomes.

In circumstances where marking responsibilities are devolved to
tutors, or in consortium arrangements appropriate measures need
to be in place to ensure that the criteria for allocation of marks for
each individual piece of assessment are uniformally undersicod and
consistently applied.

E-learning offers many opportunities for multiple embedded formative
assessment and learning reinforcement loops. Course designers should
exploit the interactivity of e-learning delivery to embed opportunities
for self assessment.

Feadback on assessments, whether provided electronically or through
human intervention is an essential teaching tool. Tutors should be
required to grade and return all assignments within a certain time
period and provide qualitative feedback to enable improvement.

Indicators

Student assessment is an integral component of course design
providing both formative and summative elements.

The course provides timely opportunities for students to verify
their progress towards achieving fearning objectives through both
informal and formal means.
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4.4.2

Appropriale measures are in place to ensure fairness and
consistency in marking, and timely feedback to students. This is
manitored on a regular bass,

At excellence level

Staff development programmes in student on-line assessment are
provided.

There is a demonstrable institutional commitment to improving
assessment of courses delivered by e-fearning through monitoring
against appropriate performance measures and utilising feedback
from students and tutors.

The examination process

Most e-learning courses will require one or more written examinations
as a component of the summative assessment. Student performance
standards on e-learning courses must be demonstrably equivalent to
those on similar non-e courses. )

In designing written examinations, however, staff should take
into account the students' primary mode of learning. Examination
processes shoutd be part of the learning design process, optimised
for the particular course concerned, and there should be briefing to
introduce examiners (including external examiners) to the e-fearning
methods deployed in the course. ,
The use of e-learning raises issues on verification of student identity,
and appropriate measures need to be in place to ensure an absence of
impersonation or plagiarism. Cross-referencing and correlation analysis
between performance on written examinations and continuous
assessment may be undertaken. Examination processes should verify
attainment of learning cbjectives by a person who is identifiable as
the person registered for the course. Examinations may need to be
held at approved centres where identities can be checked.

4.4.3

Institutions offering programmes internationally should ensure that
their mechanisms for verification of identity can be operated in all
territories in which they register students.

Indicators

Examination procedures for e-learning courses comply with
institutional examination precedures and do not disadvantage
e- learning students.
Adeguate identity checks guarantee the integrity of the
examination process.

At excellence level

The institution operates examination policies that have been
specifically designed/adapted to cater for the needs of e-learning
courses and their teaching methodologies.

Development of fully on-line examination processes is a key
objective for the institution.

Course evaluation and approval

Institutions developing e-learning programmes make significant
investment in the research, development and production of courses
hence it is essential that they have in place appropriate structures for
the approval and long term evaluation of courses. The development
of learning materials and their subsequent improvement dernands a
greater formal commitment to external review, course testing and
evaluation than would be the case in face to face presentation.
independent evaluation of course design and course materials may
pe carried out to ensure comparability with national or professional
standards. In the case of e-learning courses the evaluation process
should address subject content, modes of defivery and levels of
interactivity. For example:
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External assessors should be engaged to review course design and
provide developmental feedback.

The monitoring and evaluation processshould provide documented
feedback for improvement and redevelopment,

Whilst in presentation data on patterns of student use may be
gathered and analysed in addition to evaluation information from
formal survey activity.

In an e-learning situation there is the potential for generation of very
extensive data on student performance, etc for quality improvement
and the course design team should devise a strategy for exploiting
this.

lrrespective of source of feedback course davelopment and
presentation schedules should provide appropriate allowance in time
and resources for implementation of identified improvemerts,
Course materials and delivery technologies should be evaluated
under realistic conditions of anticipated use that replicate both the
equipment and connectivity used by students and the traffic volumes
anticipated at central portals and course servers.

Indicators

Course design and materials are subject to independent review and
there is evidence that the course designers respond appropriately
1o reviewer comments.

Course materials and delivery systerns are technically tested under
realistic conditions.

There are appropriate feedback mechanisms in place for informing
the improvement and development of the course.

At excellence level

The institution operates an independent review system whose
resufts are used widely alongside its own feedback systems to
inform and improve design of subsequent course projects.

Professional management of all courses ensures that all materials
- are developed and tested using industry standard procedures for

quality management.
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5.

Course Delivery

This section covers the technical aspects of course delivery, the
interface through which students receive their course materials and
communicate with fellow learners and staff. Pedagogical aspects
of course- delivery are included in the Course Design and Student
Support sections of the manual.

The systems represent a very significant investment of financial and
human resource for acquisition and implementation and the selection
of a particular system may influence teaching developments for many
years.

Effective course delivery requires collaboration between acadernic
and operationat divisions of the institution. Technical infrastructure
should serve the requirements of the academic community, both
students and staff,

Policies on the implementation of a virtual learning environment
to manage delivery processes should be driven by educational
requirements and performance monitoring should embrace the
impact on learning as well as the operational statistics.

Benchmarks

t. The technical infrastructure maintaining the e-learning system
should be fit for purpose and support both academic and
administrative functions. Technical specification should be
based on a survey of stakehalder requirements and involve
realistic estimates of system usage and development.

2. The reliability and security of the delivery system should have
been rigorously tested beforehand and appropriate measures
should be in place for system recovery in the event of failure
or breakdown.

3. Appropriate provision needs to be made for system
maintenance, monitoring and review of performance against
the standards set and against improvements as these become
available,

4. The Virtual Learning Environment should be appropriate for

the pedagogical model adopted and for the reguirements
of all users. It should he integrated with the institution's
management information system as far as possible,

. The VLE should provide information and services to all users

in a logical, consistent and reliable way. Al users should be
confident that the VLE's systems for communication and
provision of information are secure, refiable and, where
appropriate, private.

Materials and information accessible through the VLE
should be regularly monitored, reviewed and updated. The
responsibility for this should be clearly defined and those
responsible provided with appropriate and secure access to
the system to enable revision and updating to occur.
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5.1

Technical Infrastructure

_ Effective delivery of e-learning requires the institution to acquire,

operate and maintain a computer network capable of registering
students to courses and programmes, distributing of e-learning
materials to students, maintaining and updating records of student
performance, conducting aspects of e-business with respect to
student fees etc, facilitating communication between the institution,
its students, central staff and affiliate staff.

The institution should have a strategic plan for technical infrastructure
for e-learning, its management and development.

The system must be capable of operation to standards commonly
encountered in the commercial world in terms of availability and
capacity to cope with anticipated business flows,

This section does not purport to offer detailed definitions of the
services offered or the technical specifications.

System Design and architecture

The design and architecture of the institution's technical infrastructure
may be a key factor in successful delivery of e-learning programmes
demanding significantly greater capacity and capability than the
technical infrastructure reguired to support campus based students
or research programmes.

Institutional systems are ane aspect of the delivery system, the other
major factor being the facilities owned or accessed by its target
student audience, hence institutional decisions may be influenced by
projections on the nature and use of on-line services offered by other
organisations with whom their students interface.

Hence socio-technical foresight activities should play a major role in
informing instituticnal decision making.

The institution may choose to work in consortial arrangements
with other institutions or to outsource provision of its technical
infrastructure. In either circumstance it shouid satisfy itself that the
arrangements will provide effective service for students and staff.
The institution should endeavour to adopt a strategy that provides
flexibility to allow for increases in demand and the emergence of new
technologies and patierns of use.

Indicators

There are clear operating standards and management processes.
Operating standards are implemented effectively.

Contractual relationships with partners/outsourcers are in place
and well defined.

At excellence level

The strategic plan defines current and future needs of the
institution.

The institution will undertake regular technical foresight activity
to inform decision making.

Technical Infrastructure

The technical infrastructure should be professionally designed,
managed and maintained to ensure that it meets capacity and
availability targets.

Services and standards of performance should relate to those
encountered in customer service organisations such as banks and
insurance companies that offer their customers on-line services.

Staff responsible for these functions may have performance targets
and reward systems that may relate to those encountered in the
service sector.

There may be a clear separation of responsibilities for management
of the e-learning infrastructure from other aspects of the institution’s
infrastructure relating to research or administration.
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5.2

Indicators

There is sufficient server capacity to handle the planned usage.
Connectivity issues do not restrict or disrupt learning.

The technical requirements of the system are monitored on a
regular basis.

E-learning requirements are integrated with the longer term IT
infrastructure plans of the organisation.

At excellence level

The institution sets standards for the operation of its technical
infrastructure that are benchmarked against other major on-line
customer service providers.

The future planning of technical infrastructure for e-learning is
the major determinant of organisationat ICT planning.

Virtual learning environment

The term Virtual Learning Environmentis used to describe the collection
of systems required to manage the on-line learning process.

The systems allow for management of all processes from course
authoring to delivery of the course materials to students and recording
their performance.

The system requires integration of many pre existing systems within
an institution. e.qg. its student registration system. Some institutions
may choose to implernent a VLE by an internal systems integration
project.

Increasingly institutions are purchasing commercial systems that may
be modified to suit institutional requirements.

This section describes aspects of the functions carried out by the VLE.
[t is not checklist for VLE functionality.

5.2.1

Learning Platforms and Management Systems

The core of the virtual learning environment is the system that

undertakes the delivery of e-learning materials to students, Its facilities

infiuence the nature of teaching and student interactions that can be

offered and impact on the work of course designers and students.

There are international bodies determining standards for these systems

and it is inappropriate for this document to attempt to duplicate their

work. However compliance with emerging systems of standards

will be a key factor influencing the choice of systemn adopted by an

institution.

Hitherto many institutions operated "home grown® learning

platforms, often with their origins in a single department. For most

institutions the operation of such systems is no longer a feasible

option. The choice that they face is that of:

+  buying a system from a commercial provider that is managed in-
house

+ buying a managed service from a commercial provider

+ operating and managing an open source system (and contributing
1o the development community)

s joining a consortium that has itself opted for one of the above
options

The linkage between the Learning Management System and the

institution’s administrative systems must operate effectively.

Indicators

The systems providing access to e- learning are appropriate for
the type of learning and the requirements of learners.

The system provides robust privacy, and this applies to the personal
domain, support, advice or guidance etc in addition to security of
academic and financial transactions.

The e-learning system and resources demonstrate ease of use for
the full range of target users, including people with disabilities.
Physical and virtual environments are selected to contribute to the
efficiency of learning and to reflect the needs of target users.
Provision of the e-learning platform is protected by robust
contractual arrangements and contingency planning.
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5.2.2

At excellence level

The e-learning system has the interface and technical facilities
to meet current and planned needs and these aspects are
under constant review in the light of technical and pedagogic
developments.

The institution contributes extensively to the development of
e-learning systems.

e-Learning Materials

E-Learning resources should be selected to meet the requirements of
target users (learners and teachers) and the providing organisation.
The e-learning system should address the needs of users for easy
access and high quality interaction with the learning materials.

There is a number of standards relating to the description and
indexing of e-learning materials, (prerequisites, content, learning
outcomes, student learning styles etc), that are intended to facilitate
the interoperability of learning materials across delivery platforms.
Compliance with these standards may provide the precondition
for exchange of learning materials between departments and
institutions.

The Virtual Learning Environment should enable students to interact
with all features of the learning materials as intended by the
course developers without degradation of intended functionality or
interactivity.

in circumstances where students do not have routine access to good
connectivity the institution may make use of hybrid systems in the
delivery of materials e.g. materials that have dynamic graphics or
video content may be distributed via DVD rather than streamed.,
Copyrights and licence arrangements should be protected and
managed effectively and any limitations on the use of third party
materials effectively implemented.

The organisation’s approach and policy on interoperability of
resources and adherence te technical standards should contribute to
the effectiveness of the system.

5.2.3

Indicators

The content is credible, accurate and up to date.

Learning materials are designed/selected on the basis of identified
needs.

The content is presented in a learner-oriented fashion.

Policies for delivery of materials are consistent with the technical
infrastructure avatlable to students.

The e-learning materials exploit the opportunities for interactivity
inherent in e-learning systems.

E-learning materials are delivered via the VLE without loss of
interactivity or other features.

There is a structured system for securing and recording the rights
necessary for use of third party materials in teaching materials.

At excellence level

E-learning materials are consistently compliant with IMS, SCORM
or other international interoperability standards.

The institution has in place policies for internal reuse of materials
and is active in the import and export of materials between
institutions.

Information Requirements

There should be clear information available to students and other
interested parties on the main aspects of the course: its size and
levei, subject content, relationship with other courses, mechanisms
for dissemination of course materials, assignments, assessments and
evaluation tests. .

Information may be extracted to suit the needs of differing audiences
and mades of presentation. For example, information for prospective
students, study calendars and course guides for enrolled students,
authors of other courses who may wish to reuse materials, system
managers and student support agents.
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5.2.4

Indicators

Students contemplating study by e-learning are adequately
informed of the courses available to them and the requirements
for study.

Learners are provided with full information on sequence, timing,
and options within their intended programme of study.

Details of course delivery are provided to learners and staff in a
clear and accessible way.

Relationship between different actors (teachers, tutors, et
involved is specified and clear to learnars,

The provision of information is managed consistently at
programme level, '

At excellence level

The institution has a comprehensive policy for the provision
of online information to prospective and current and former
students.

Thereareinstitutional templates for the presentation of information
and these are adhered to by all programmes and courses.

There is clear responsibility for overall management of information
provision across all programimes.

Monitoring and updating the e-learning system

The e-learning provision should be monitored and managed on a
continuous basis to ensure its effectiveness. It should be evaluated
and updated on a planned and appropriate basis.

Monitoring sheuld cover both the detailed operational aspects of the
system (performance, availability, capacity utilisation, user error reports
etc) and alse the performance of the human support systems.
Student surveys administered on-line, toutinely as part of courses,
by random selection should be augmented by consuitation with

5.2.5

the student body regarding the effectiveness of the system. This
information should be used to inform future development.

indicators

The performance of e-learning systems is monitored and
opportunities for performance improvement identified.
Performance of human supporters and moderators is monitored
regularly.

Problems and issues are acted upon promptly.

Longer term improvements are identified.

At excellence level

Provision is evaluated and updated on a planned and appropriate
basis.

There is an institutional policy of performance analysis and survey
that informs future developments.

On-line assessment

Delivery of and response to on-line assessment is a primary function
of on-line learning environments.

Assessment may be tiered to provide online formative assessmeitt
and summative assessment.

On-line systems are capable of delivering assessments in a range of
styles and providing remedial teaching in response to student error.
The system should be designed to do this effectively and provide
effective feedback speedily linking with other support mechanisms
wherever passible.

For assessments that are essenttiaily conventional in format, e.g. essays,
but submitted on-line, security in transit between student and marker,
quality of the marking tools and detection of plagiarism are technical
aspects that should be professionally implemented and monitored.
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Students should have access to their up-to-date assessment record

at alf times, Indicators
Routine despatch and delivery of course materials meets student
Indicators needs in terms of time and cost.

There is a contingency plan for provision of physical materials
0 meet individual student emergency needs, e.g. iilness, loss of
connectivity etc,

There is a contingency plan for pravision of physical materials
to course populations in the event of malfunction of on-line
materials, for example provision of CD or DVD if media streaming
does not operate as anticipated. .

Assessment methods are appropriate to the programme and
topic.

Learners are informed about the conditions and outcomes of the
assessment before and after completion.

Appropriate arrangements are made for security of assessments.
Data protection and privacy precedures are in place.

Feedback is relevant, contains appropriate depth and is timely.
Progress details are available to the individual involved.

At excellence level

The institution invests in the development of on-line assessment
techniques.

Thereis evidence of research and development of on-line assessment
tools and the dissemination of these across the institution.

5.2.6 Physical distribution

Though it is envisaged that the majority of learning needs will be met
by on-line materials there are circumstances in which students may be
required to use physical materials.

The institution may choose to meet the needs of students with access
to different levels of technical infrastructure through the provision
of some materials in a physical format, in doing so it should operate
distribution systems that operate efficiently and do not further
disadvantage these students.

Use of physical materials may be designed into a course or may be
implemented to cope with the needs of an individual student or to
address an emergency situation affecting all students.
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6. Staff Support

E-Learning institutions should provide their staff with the necessary
facilities and support for delivering academic teaching of high quality.
The fact that this is carried out using digital media places extra
responsibilities on the institution. in this category the most important
criteria are brought together and address the needs of both full time
and associate staff who may be employed in a nurber of teaching and
administrative roles. The objective of all support services is to enahie
all members of academic and administrative staff to contribute fully
to e-learning development and service delivery without demanding
that they become ICT or media spedialists in their own right.

6.1

Benchmarks

1. Alistaff with academic, media development and administrative
roles need to be able to support the development and delivery
of e-learning programmes without themselves being technical
experts, The institution should ensure that appropriate training
and support is provided for these staff and that this is training
is enhanced in the light of system developments.

2. Pedagogic research and development should be regarded as
high status activities within institutions with a commitment to
high quality e-learning. There should be mechanisms within
these institutions for the dissemination of good practice in
support of e-learning (including good practice developed
elsewhere andfor through consortia), and for the training or
mentoring of new staff in such practice. Career development
incentives need to reflect an e-learning culture.

3. The institution should ensure that issues of staff workload
and any other implications of staifs' " participation in
e-learning programmes {(such as intellectual property rights
aver programme materials) are taken proper account of in the
management of courses or programmes.

4. Institutions should ensure that adequate administrative
support  (including effective management  information
systerns) is available to academic staff, particularly part-time
tutors/mentors.

Technical

Staff working in an e-learning environment requires significant
technical support in the acquisition, operation and maintenance
of ICT networks. Specialist technical staff should support academic
and administrative staff in all technical aspects in order that they can
maximise use of their expertise in an e-learning context.
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Technical support (ICT)

All staff should have access to technical support in the use of the
e-learning environment and the hardware and software used in
teaching.

For those working remote from the institution's physical base this
technical support will be provided on-line and whilst the institution
may not have responsibility for the physical equipment used by
those employed in support roles it should endeavour to provide a
comprehensive advisory service on all technical aspects that-might
impinge on the effectiveness of the institution's teaching.

Within the institution technical support should be available to alf staff
and operate to clear performance levels that acknowledge the impact
that technical problems might have on student learning.

Indicators

Academic staff and departments have access to technical support
services in selection, acquisition and maintenance of their ICT
equipment and networks.

Technical services operate to clear and agreed standards for
provision of staff support.

Media development and Administrative staff have access to
technical support services in selection, acquisition and maintenance
of their ICT equipment and networks.

The infrastructure supports teachers at all times with online access
to matertals, administrative data and communication facilities,

At excellence level

There is an institutional plan for the provision and future direction
of the technical support function.

Technical departments inform academic, media development and
adrinistrative staff of the potential of emerging technologies and
systems,

6.1.2

Technical departments collaborate with academic, media
development and administrative staff in the development of
strategies and plans for future use of ICT.

A suite of on-line technical support services is available to staff
working remote from the institution's physical base.

Training support

Academic and administrative staff has access fo a comprehensive
suite of training opportunities that equip them with the capabilities to
operate the software and hardware necessary for them to contribute
effectively in an e-learning environment. g

Training may be provided by induction programmes on appointment,
training programmes associated with the introduction of new systems,
updating programmes, on-line training materials and helpdesk

services,
The needs of staff working remate from the institution's headquarters

or campus should also be provided for via on-line network and
telephone support services.

Indicators

Responsibility far the provision of training is clearly defined and
adequate resources are allocated, .
Newly appointed staff is provided with induction in the use of

software and systems. . .
The introduction of new systems or eguipment is supported by

adequate training for all users.

At excellence level

There is an institutional plan for the provision of training in the
technical aspects of e-learning.
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62

6.2.1

The intranet provides access to self help training materials
augmented by help line services.

Pedagogic

The provision of support for staff in the pedagogy of e-learning is
essential if e-learning is to be implemented as an integral component
of institutional activity. The majority of academic staff will not have
experienced e-learning during their own education and may not
have received training in the pedagogic possibilities of e- learning.
The development of early generations of e-learning precgrammes
has been driven by enthusiasts but future institutional development
should be based on involvement by the majority of academic staft.
Institutions must foster an environment that encourages and supports
the development of pedagogic skills and expertise amongst its staff.
Recognition of these in its structures of reward and esteem is an
important factor.

Pedagogic support

Staff needs to be supported in the development of the pedagogical,
technical skills and methods that accompany and are necessary for
e-learning.

Dispersed expertise within an institution may be focused by the
formation of a real or ®virtual” department within the institution
charged with the respansibility for pedagogic development and their
expertise made available to others involved in e-learning delivery
via, for example, internal consuttancy, secondment to development
tea.;r;s, training courses, seminars (real and virtual) and good practice
quides.

6.2.2

Indicators

The institution offers to its staff an information service an uses of

e- learning via library and intranet.
Training courses are available for staff engaged in e-learning

activities.
Staffis encouraged to provide mutual support in cross-professional

groups in the development of e-learning materials.

Staff is supported in the pedagogic uses of digital technologies
(including web oriented tools) in teaching.

Staff employed as tutors and in other student support roles are
appropriately briefed and supported in the pedagogic techniques
incorporated in courses.

At excellence level

The institution has recognised structures for the dissemination of
best practice in relevant pedagogic techniques.

There is an institutional plan for the development of pedagogic
support services.

The institution has a “showcase" sile onits intranet demonstrating
best practice in on-line pedagogy.

Pedagogic deveiopment

Pedagogic development should be seen as a key activity for academic
and student support staff within the institution and staff should enjoy
an environment in which their efforts in this area are respected and
acknowledged.

Staff activity planning processes should acknowledge the time
required to develop and practice new pedagogic skills.
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6.3

indicators

Tuterial and other support staff is encouraged to take part in
pedagogic developments. Professional development seminars and
symposia on pedagogic issues are organised (and well attended).
Internal and external publication on pedagaogic issues related 1o
e-Jearning is encouraged.

fnternal secondments and cross-departmental working are used
as mechanisms for sharing expertise in pedagagic techniques.
The experience of tutorial and other support staff is valued by the
institution.

Student feedback is used extensively in review of pedagogic
developments.

At excellence level

lPedagogic development is widely respected throughout the
institution and recognised through reward and career development

. structures.

The Institution has a group of staff who are committed to the
research and development of e-learning pedagogy. These
staff may operate as a self contained unit or, perhaps more
appropriately, as a distributed unit contributing to the activities of
a "host department”®,

The institution enceurages and supporis participation in inter-
institutional collaboration and exchange programmes related to
pedagagic development.

Resources

Thase involved in the development and delivery of e-learning courses
and programmes should have access to the resources to enable them
to undertake their activities effectively. The aspects identified in this
section include information resources, administration and support in
their career development.

6.3.1

Information and Media support

Staff should have the access to support in the acquisition of
information and media materials necessary for them to fulfil their role
in the development and delivery of e- learning programmes.
Information on the performance of current and previous e-learning
programmes is an important aspect of achieving improvement in
programme design and delivery; hence staff should have access to
institutional data and other information relevant to their sphere of
activity.

The indexing and archiving of e-learning materials demands different
approaches to those required for traditional materials, and institutions
risk losing hard-won experience if they are unable to easily identify
and access exemplars of materials or software components.

On-line resources shouid also be available to tutors for incorporation
into their responses to students, or for posting on student community
sites they may manage or moderate.

Indicators

The technical infrastructure supports teachers by providing online
access to materials, administrative data and communication
facilities.

The library function within the institution is adapted to the
provision and maintenance of on-line resources for staff and
students.

support is available for course design staff in the research and
evaluation of online resources for student use.

The institution complies with appropriate emerging metadata
standards for indexing e-learning materials.

Tutors make active use of on-line resources in their feedback to
students and other aspecis of their on-line teaching.
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6.3.2

At excellence level

The institution has staff committed to the maintenance of
historical records of course and student performance and their
analysis to assist in programme development and delivery.

The institution has processes for indexing and archiving its e-
learning materials for evaluation and potential re use.
Development teams are routinely able to access previously
developed materials and consider their potential for re-use,
There is evidence of re-use and re-purposing of e-learning
materials in preference to ab fnitio development.

Administrative Support

Effective administrative support should be provided to all staff
involved in the development and delivery of e-learning courses and
programmes.

Primary design of the administrative services should aim to facilitate
on-line interaction with students. There is a parallel requirement
that interactions requiring staff input are processed with speed and
efficiency appropriate to a customer service organisation operating
primarily via on-line interaction, e.q. fult student information available
to all staff handling phone or postal enguiries.

The introduction of e-learning may create new requirements for
administrative tasks over and above those encountered in previous
modes of delivery (e.g. the administration and management of
teaching activities devolved to tutors/mentors). The impact on staff
should be assessed and appropriate arrangements made for additional
staff or adjustment of workloads.

Study centres should also provide their tutors and teachers with
support for effective teaching (e.g... supply electronic teaching facilities
independently of the central office). This includes administrative
support, both at study centre as well as {on-line) via the central
office,

6.3.3

Indicators

The institution has assessed the administrative impact of
e- fearning and e- learning systems on the waorkloads of all staff

groups.
The institution has adjusted staffing levels and workloads to
account for the requirements imposed by e- learning.

Administrative support at study centres facilitates effectively
the teaching function, meetings with students and other

stakeholders.

At excellence level

All staff using the administrative system report that it operates
well.

Career development

The involvement of staff in e-learning development needs to be
properly recognised by their institution for promaotion and career
development opportunities.

Indicators

staff acknowledges that their inputs to e-learning programmes
are recognised in career progression structures.
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At excellence fevel

The institution has reviewed its careers progression structures
to take account of new roles and functions associated with
e-learning.

Criteriz for progression and promotion from existing roles are
reviewed to ensure that e-learning cortributions are appropriately
reflected.

There is evidence that the criteria are actively implemented by
decision makers in the career progression process.

Student support

Student support services are an essential component of e-learning
provision. Their design should cover the pedagogic, resource and
technical aspects that impact on the on-line learner. It is presupposed
that on-line activity will form the core of the e- learner's experience
hence support services should be designed to be accessed in the
first instance via the student's homepage or other entry route to the
institution's on-line learning system.

As students are likely to be working to flexible schedules, support
services should operate, wherever possible, in away that acknowledges
this.

Technical support areas may be required to offer services on a 24x7/
basis. In other domains 24x7 may be the target for automated services
with human contact/follow up operating to stated performance
targets.

Students should have a service map and clear specifications of the
services available at all levels.

Benchmarks

1. Prospective students should be provided with a clear
picture of what will be involved in pursuing the e-learning
programme and the expectations that will be placed on
them. This should include information on technical (system
and VLE) requirements, requirements concerning background
knowledge and skills, the nature of the programme, the
variety of learning methods to be used, the nature and extent
of support provided, assessment reguirements, fees, etc.

2. E-learning students should be provided with the equivalent of a
student handbook setting out their rights and responsibilities,
those of their institution, a full description of their course or
programime, and information on the ways in which they will
be assessed.

83




84

Quality Assessment for E-learping a Benchmarking Approach

8.

9,

. E-learning students should have access to learning resources

and learner support systems which, although they may be
provided through different means, are the eguivalent of thase
available to campus-based students. These should include:
access to library resources

support for the development of key skills {including support
for e-learning skifls, collaborative working on-line and
contributing to on-line communities which are key skills in an
e-learning context)

advice and counselling over choice of courses and progression
through the pregramme

an identified academic contact, tutor and/or mentor who will
provide constructive feedback on academic performance and
progression

access to help desk, administrative support and advisory
services

oppartunities to provide and receive formal feedback on their
experience on the course

10. procedures to handle and resolve any difficulties or disputes

which may arise.

11.Students should be provided with clear and up-to-date

information on the range of support services available and
how these may be accessed.

12. The expectations on students for their participation in the on-

line community of learners needs to be made clear both in
general terms and in relation to specific parts of their course
or programme,

7.1

7.1.1

Technical

Effective operation of the institution's on-line learning environment
is the key component of technicat support that impacts on students.
Continuous availahility should be the target.

Students should be provided with access 1o assistance via a technical
help-desk service that is capable of addressing technical aspects of
use of the system and of course-specific software.

Online availability

As e-learning students are likely to adopt flexible study patterns
the technical infrastructure should operate to a 24x7 schedule. This
has impact on the technical aspects of cperation, {maintenance,
upgrading, etc) and on the provision of help desk and other advisory
services.

Indicators

At excellence level

The anline service is avaitable and fully functioning 24 hours per
day, seven days per week over the planned learning period.
Maintenance and up-dating work temporarily preventing use
of the online service should be performed at the time of lowest
student demand and all users clearly notified in advance.

Technical Support and Helpdesk

Support services should cover both the technical aspects of the system
and, wherever possible, problems that students might encounter with
the use of course specific software. Students should be aware of the
nature of services available and the means of accessing them.
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7.2

7.2.1

Indicators

Users are clearly informed what kind and level of personal
equipment they require, what technical support service is available,
and when and from whom it can be obtained.

Pedagogic

The learning styles demanded by e-learning may require students
to acquire new learning skills. Students should be supported in
the development and application of these skills through a range of
mechanisms and services.

There are benefits associated with an institution-wide approach to
pedagogic support. For example, as new software and communication
systems become available experience in their use can be disseminated
broadly across the institution.

Students should be informed about the services available to them to
adapt or acguire new learning skills, and how to access them.

Analysis of support needs for different user groups

The institution should monitor the needs of their students in
order to inform their planning of support services for e-learners.
Different student groups may display differing experience of relevant
technologies and learning methods.

Rapid developments in ICT and software lead to rapid changes in
prior experience that may have significant impact on student neads in
a period as short as one or two years.

7.2.2

Indicators

Course or programme entry requirements have been confirmed
as matching with the prior skills and knowledge of the target
students, or the acquisition of these is supported by appropriate
preparatory course material.

The support needs for the main learner groups have been analysed
and addressed.

Pedagogic guidance

Students should be aware of the range of pedagogical support
services available to them and the routes through which they can
gain access to these.

Support may be provided through on-line resources, contact with
tutors or mentors who have a specific responsibility to support a
particular group of students, or through contact with advisory services
that may be generic or course specific.

Indicators

Students are informed through course information of the
pedagogical skills they will be expected to use during their study.
Preparatory materials for the acquisition of required learning skills
are available to students in advance,

At excellence level

The provision of relevant pedagogical advice and guidance is an
integral part of the course or programme planning process.
Students have access to learning skills advisors and other resources
to augment or reinforce their learning skills.
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7.3

731

Resources

Many aspects of student support are provided via access to resource
materials and services. The library service is one aspect of resource
provision that is widely available to campus based students: extension
of the service to on-line students is essential for effective delivery of
many HE programmes.

Resource provision is usually managed at an institutional leve! in order
to deliver economies of scale and ensure a consistency of provision
and dissemination of best practice, For example;

1. Resources and systems to facilitate the development of online
learner communities.

2. Resources to develop e-learning skills. These may be provided and
maintained by the library or another specialist unit.

3. Maintenance of a network of study centres as means of regional
or naticnal outreach. The use of such centres should be designed
to support e-learners hut there should be recognition that their
use may place restrictions in time and place that may detract from
the effectiveness of study for some groups of students.

Library and information sources

Institutions providing e-learning courses have a duty o ensure that
all students are able to access the information sources necessary for
successful completion of the course. While ins an e-learning context
much of this can be built in to specific course materials, students
may require to access additional sources to provide complementary or
contrasting materials. The provision of access (on-line or otherwise) to
library resources for its e-learning students, and any required training
in their use is an institutional responsibility, and institutions should
strive to ensure an equivalence of service for on- line as for campus-
based students.

7.3.2

Indicators

sufficient library resources are available to all e-learning students
either on-line, through an effective system for distribution of
physical materials, or other means.

Resources are available for delivering training to students in
information literacy and the use of on-line materials.

Library resources are accessible out of narmal office hours.

At excellence level

The institution is able to provide an equivalence of library service
for its e-learning as for its campus-based students.

Learner communities

Creation of on-line communities of students is important as it reduces
the isolation that may be experienced by many on-line learners,
Institutions must identify those *community centred® activities that
are essential to the achievement of course objectives and those
activities that are essentially social in nature,

The provision of mechanisms for students to give formal feedback
on their experience of the course or programme and to receive staff
responses to such feedback is an important function.

Devolution of responsibility for the set up and monitoring of on-ine
comrunities is desirable but carries with it risks that require sensitive

management.
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7.3.3

Indicators

The institution is committed to enabling the establishment and
proper functioning of communities of e-learning students via its ™
VLE or other online communication tool.

At excellence level

Fhis functioning supports:

1. learning interaction between individuals and groups

2. social interaction between students

3. feedback on students’ experiences of their programme.

This makes use of synchronous (face-to-face, telephone or video
conference, whiteboard, etc) and asynchronous (discussion forum,
e-mail, etc) interactions as required.

Developing e-Learning skills

Support in the development of e-learning skills may be an important
contributor to student success. Potential students should have the
opportunity to learn what will be expected of them and the services
available to assist them in developing the necessary skills. Responsibility
for this aspect may be managed at institutional level by a library or
information services division.

Indicators

Students are informed of the expectations on them in respect of
e- learning skills prior to the start of their programme. Examples
of study materials are available at this stage.

7.3.4

At excellence level

Opportunities are available for students to self-test their e-learning
skills prior to the start and to undertake a preparatory course to
refine these skills as necessary.

Role of stucly centres

The primary target for e-learning should be to allow students to
interact with course materials, library materials, tutors/mentors and
fellow students via PC irrespective of |ocation,

However, requirements for use of specialist equipment or learning
materials, the nature of certain types of tutorial or seminar-type
interactions, and the requirement for security of assessment practice
may demand the atiendance of students at a study centre.

The institution may operate a network of study centres at which
the functions listed above can take place and students may access a
variety of services. The role of pre-existing study centres or outreach
centres may require adaptation to meet the needs of e-learning
students depending on the mode of delivery and anticipated student
personal access to equipment and connectivity.

The staff of study centres may be regarded by students as the public
face of the university, induction and training programmes should
equip them for this key relationship role in addition to their primary
functions.

The study centre may also provide a focus for student community
development particularly in study centres whose existence pre-dates
the intreduction of e-learning programmes. Developing this aspect
of their operation may supplement other mechanisms for community
development for both students and staff.
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735

indicators

The institution has a clear policy regarding the role of study
centres in its provision of e-learning and has plans for resotrcing
and management of the centres.

Programme designers make appropriate decisions on the use of
study centre resources in programme plans and communicate
these clearly to siudents.

Students are clear about the locations of study centres, the facilities
and support which they offer, and the occasions during their
programme at which they will have to attend a study centre.
Staff at study centres understand the contribution that they are
expected to make to student progress on registered courses and
student community development.

Navigation

Modular programmes may be difficult for students to understand at
the outset of their programme, hence the institution should make
every effort to ensure that students are in a position to construct a
programme that addresses their needs.

Curriculum designers should provide guides to their programmes that
indicate routes appropriate to students with commonly encountered
profiles of prior education and experience.

E-learning students are likely to use on-line access to investigate
programme availability, a curriculum map and advisory notes should
be prepared by the curriculum design team and be available to
potential students from programme launch.

Indicators

Navigation through possible course combinations is facilitated
by on- line curriculum maps and advisory notes are available
informing students of the consequences of particular choices.

7.4

7.4.1

Staff Resources

E-learning students may be provided with access to human support
delivered on-line, via telephone or face to face dependent on the
approach adopted by the institution.

The support may be course specific and/or generic in nature,

The requirements for particular types of human interaction and
intervention should be part of the institution's planning process and
incorporated within pedagogical and course design.

Institutional policies should define the service standards to which staf
will provide the human interventions for student support.

Staff providing student support will have defined job descriptions
and access ta information sources that allow them to carry out their
functions effectively.

Resource planning

E-learning students should be provided with access to human
support delivered on-line, via telephone or, on occasion, face to face,
depending on the approach adopted by the institution. The expected
level and frequency of student-tutor interaction during a course or
programme should be made clear to students and staff.

Planning at institutional, programme and course level should take
account of the need for satisfactary provision of support services

whether through course specific tutors and mentors or through more

general services such as counselling, career guidance etc.

Estimates of the demand for services should be developed and
underpin planning activities and these should be revised in line with
experience gained through cperation of services.

Indicators

The institution‘s planning process includes a clear and informed
analysis of the human support functions needed for successful
operation of the e-learning programme.

This covers requiremenis for mentoring, tutoring, coaching,
counselling, assessment, management, advice and guidance, and
covers academic, professional and other specialist staff inputs,
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7.4.2

There are mechanisms in place for the training and development
of staff undertaking the above functions.

At excellence level

The institution waorks to staffing norms and levels of staff resource
{e.g. staff-student ratios) which are informed by practice elsewhere
and adjusted in the light of experience and feedback,

Role Definitions

The institution should have clear definitions of the student support
activities conducted by its various categories of staff in both academic
and administrative divisicns.

Where there is a transition from either face to face or an earlier form
of distance learning to e-learning the staff roles should be redefined
to ensure that they adequately address the requirements for support
of e-learners.

The support staff resources on which students may draw, the rofes
undertaken by different staff and the levels of support available should
be made clear to students at the start of their course or programme.
Arrangements for the organisation and management of student
groups (e.g. for small group tutorials or for larger regional or national
discussion groups) need to be clear to hoth staff and students. Tools
should be available for the organisation and management of student
groups and staff should have available models of the situations in
which their support will be required.

Indicators

The job descriptions for all staff contain specific references to
responsibilities for learner support,

7.4.3

Student materials describe the roles undertaken by those staff
categories engaged in student support activities.

Administrative support

it is envisaged that administrative systems are designed to ensure that
the majority of administrative functions are fulfilled on-line without
the need for direct human intervention.

Online systems should cater for: registration on programmes and
courses, payments, study timetables, access to student records, study
centre schedules etc. All systems should operate at appropriate levels
of security to ensure confidentiality and financial security.

Online guides to administrative systems should provide students with
a clear indication of the services available and how fo access them.
Students may require access to human intervention in aspects
of administration when difficullies arise that are not catered for
adequately by on-line systems.

There should be mechanisms for appropriate levals of intervention
from routine error correction in records to personal support for major
difficulties.

Institutions should monitor the use made by students of access to their
recards and the occasions when human intervention is required.

Indicators

There is an online student guide to the institution’s student

administration system.
There is provision for human intervention in administrative

processes and these interactions are appropriately initiated and
delivered.
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GLOSSARY

Curriculum

A broad term covering both academic and: subject requirements
and the processes for organising and managing the teaching and
learning.

Feedback

Advice and commentary given by a teacher on examinations,
coursework, or classroom activity. Can be oral or written and helps
learners to understand their progress.

Flexihility

Provision of study in such a way as to allow students to choose
their own time, pace and place of learning. It also describes how
programmes of study may allow students to choose courses or topics
of particular interest to them.

Formative assessment

Assessment aimed primarily at determining a person's strengths
and weaknesses with the objective of improving them. Formative
assessment demands feedback to the student in some form and may,
but will not always, contribute to summative assessment,

General educational ohjectives

Educational objectives of a programme of study which are not subject-
or field-specific but of a more general nature and which usually
characterise the level of study involved. At degree level, for example,
these will include developing powers of independent judgement and
critical reflection.

Interactivity

Methods of teaching and learning that include technigues in which
learners communicate with each other and with the tutor. Interaction
may be synchronous (e.q. telephone) or asynchronous (e.g. e-mail), It
is also used to refer to the way in which learning materials themselves
are structured to require the active participation of learners in moving
from one stage to another,

Key skills

Those essential skills which people need in order to be effective
members of a modern society and a flexible, adaptable and
competitive workforce. Examples of key skills are communication and
group warking, literacy, numeracy, use of information technology
and knowing how to learn. o

Learning outcomes

Statements indicating what a learner should have acquired in
respect of both knowledge and skills at the end of a given course or
programme. :

Mentor

A person who acts as an adviser to a learner. The term is especially
used in work-place learning environments to cover professional
advice. The activity is called mentoring.

Module

A separate and coherent block of learning, usually over a term
or semester. Part of a modular programme of studies where the
programme is divided into a range of similar sized segments.

Pedagogy
The theary and process of teaching.

Plagiarism
Using the ideas or writings of ancther as if they were ane's own, {i.e.
without acknowledging the true author).

Programme
A sequenced set of courses or modules representing a student’s total
study requirement and usually leading to an award on successful
completion.

Stakeholder

A broad term to include students, teachers, educational managers,
employers, etc, any of whom will have a legitimate interest in aspects
of the learning provision.
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Summative assessment

Assessment generally taking place at the end of a course or programme
and leading to the attribution of a grade or a mark to the student.
The results of summative assessment determine whether a student
progresses to the next stage of the programme or, on completion,
gains an award, -

Tutor .
A teacher who provides instruction, academic advice or counsel to
one or more students.

Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)

A set of computerised systems or tools which allow controlled access
by students to course materials and the facilities needed to support
learning. Typically, a VLE is accessed via the web and will contain
tools for course/programme registration; content management
including access to external resources; student-student and student-
tutor discussion; tracking student activity; secure submission of
assignments; assessment; access to course/programme information;
access to student support systerns; etc.

Virtual Mobility
The use of information and communications technology as an
alternative to physical mohbility.

Vocational courses
Courses of study related to professional practice and labour market
needs.
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2. Assessors notes for strategic management

Policies and plans

Delivery of e-learning is more dependent than conventional face
to face teaching on collaborative working across departmental
boundaries and on the provision of technical infrastructure.
Though institutions may have embraced the use of information and
communications technologies in the delivery of their conventional
programmes, provision of e-learning will require the formulation of a
strategic framework at institutional level.
Several studies have revealed thatin many institutions the development
of e-learning has been driven by initiatives pursued at departmental
or even individual level and not as a result of institutional policies.
However, for effective growth such initiatives must be sensitively
integrated within an overall strategic framework.
Strategic policies must identify the role that e-tearning will play in the
institutional mission: for example,
* to address new student populations, 1o teach and develop skills
appropriate to new developments in the world of work,
* to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of teaching
programmes.
The flexibility in time and place of study offered by e-learning offers
“institutions the cpportunity to address new student markets. Tor
example, e-learning may be identified as a contributor to growth
of part time student numbers or, as a mechanism to reach studen
beyond their current geographic reach, as a contrlbutor to
institution’s international policies,
The introduction of e-learning may be seen as a disruptive i mterv
to the status quo by some staff of the institution hence the process
of policy development should be inclusive,
A narrative description or organisational timeline of e- -learnin
development may provide evidence of precursor activity prior to'the

formulation of institutional policy. Development of institutional pohcy:

should demonstrate that it incorporates the experience gained i
internal pioneers within a broader analysis of sector-wide lnmat
and models for e-learning delivery. :
The strategic pfan should address academic, admlnlstfa
and operational aspects of e-learning. 1t should communicat

the interdependence between the various aspects and present
mechanisms by which decisions will be taken and implemented
on the ailocation of resources to achieve changes in systems and
procedures,

Institutionat policy may introduce working with a partner institution,
a consortium of institutions or with commercial organisations as
a compoenent of its strategy. There should be clear evidence of a
communication strategy that informs staff of the rationale for the
partnership arrangemenits and the processes established to secure
effective working relationships between the staff of the institution
and their counterparts within the partner organisations.

Time is a key resource. Realistic time scafes for implementation
of policies may be a key factor to successful acceptance of and
compliance with an institutional plan.

Role of e-learning in academic strategy

The institution’s e-learning strategy provides the overall institutional
rationale hut academic departments will develop an interpretation
of the policy for implementation particular to their academic domain
and student market sector. They must act as intermediaries between
institutional objectives and the specific realities of student aspirations
and reguirements.

Academic decision makers will be presented with a range of

. pedagogic and technical options that variously emphasise the
-'contﬂbutlon that Information and Communications Technologies
: ‘may make to the provision of teaching materials, academic resources
:and commumcatnon/co”aboratlon between participants in a fearning

he:' .reallty is that the majority of programmes wil exploit several

aspects of e-learning within some form of blended provision that

ay also encompass some face to face provision. Whatever the mix,

;departments should be able to demonstrate how it provides the best
fit with student requirements within the framework facilitated by
:institutional policy.

n 'devefoping their strategy it is to be expected that academic
departments will be informed by feedback from experimental activity
within the department, within other departments in the institution
:.and other national and international developments. Departmental
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managers should use, with sensitivity, those involved in innavative
projects to stimulate discussion and motivate their colleagues in the
development of departmental strategy.

In those departments that provide programmes related to professional
recognition there should be evidence of consultation with professional
bodies over the use of ICT for professional purposes that must be
catered for in programme design. Similarly resolution of issues related
to the acceptability of ICT based teaching to professional bodies
should be addressed upfront to ensure that students may have
confidence in the marketability of their qualifications.

Departments should address issues impacting on the relationship
between their plans and those of other departments. Content and
coverage of courses and the introduction of e-based study skills
are issues that might affect existing shared programmes or mutual
recegnition arrangements,

Institutional strategy may advocate the development of programmes
in partnership with another institution or as part of a consartium.
For & range of reasons faculty or departmental staff may not be as
receptive to the requirement for collaborative working as those guiding
institutional poficy. Departmental managers may have difficulties
in gaining full acceptance of the need for, and the benefits of,
collaborative development unless institutional leaders communicate
the benefits of collaboration to ali staff sectors.

E-learning may demand closer working refationships between
academic units and the institution’s administrative and operational
divisicns. Faculty ard departmental plans should indicate the demands
that they will place on services provided by other departments.
Discussions on variations that may be needed to standard institutional
services should be identified in departmental planning, and plans
should allow appropriate time scales for the resolution of difficulties.
[t is unlikely that any institutional strategy will cater for the
circumstances of all departments without challenge at departmental
level or pleas for exception or variation. Assessors might wish to
explare how the institution manages the tensions arising to ensure
that institutional strategy secures efficiency without suppressing the
inevitable pressure for innovation in a rapidly developing field of
activity.

Policy on Infrastructure

The introduction of an e-learning programme may impose new
reguirements for the institution to provide on-line administrative
services and a technical infrastructure designed to provide secure
services accessed by users operating outside an institutional firewall.
The institution should undertake a full analysis of its requirements
and of the options available to meet the requirements.

An extensive investment programme for the acquisition and
implementation phase may be foreseen but the financial planning
associated with the implementation of e-learning sheuld alse cater
for reinvestment to cover renewal and updating costs at realistic
intervals.

A full appraisal of ali options for infrastructure provision should be
undertaken so that options such as outsourcing are fully considered.
institutions may be able to secure support from national agencies
in undertaking these tasks and thus be in a position to benefit from
the experience of other institutions and the support of dedicated
professional staff.

The provision of on-line services may require greater formalisation of
procedures and interdepartmental relationships than required hitherto
when communication between departments operated by traditional
communication routes and informal networks.

it is envisaged that policies on infrastructure provision are more

readily driven in a top down manner that other aspects of programme
design. Hence assessors might expect to find that policy development
and project management of infrastructure aspects will be managed
according to processes encountered in the commercial world.

Policy on Virtual Mobility

Delivery of programmes via e-learning offers new cpportunities for
achieving the objectives of student mobility programmes through
virtual mechanisms.

Much of the professional and commercial world now routinely
exploits the opportunities offered by information and communications
technologies to undertake “virtual “business operations. Project
teams work effectively with members distributed around the globe
and many businesses conduct their business on a 24 hour basis by
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rofling responsibility from office to office with the turn of the globe.

Virtual mobility will increasingly be regarded as a key component
of higher education programmes providing students with the
opportunity to experience international course offerings and bacome
part of international student communities.

Key factors for consideration in the design of such programmes are
more concerned with administrative and academic cultures than with
factors associated with technical feasibility.

Clear definition of course outcomes, credit transfer, (both import and
export), and acceptability of courses as programme components will
assist in establishing virtual mobility as an accepted component of
e-learning programmes.

Conventional student mobility programmes offer cuftural interchange
as a key justifying factor. The cultural interchange of the web differs
in nature but is indisputably an environment for cultural interchange
with a global dimension.

Arguably experience of virtuai mobility may be of more benefit to
those studying conventional programmes that those engaged in e-
learning who have greater experience of operating in a virtual world

here is an element of novelty in virtual mobility which may challenge
the norms and expectations of conservative professional bodies,
nevertheless it is the responsibility of institutions engaged in e-
learning to proselytise the benefits of virtual mobility

Collaborative Ventures

There are several strong reasons that motivate institutional involvement
in collaborative ventures in the development and delivery of e-
learning. Resource sharing, effective service provision and academic
coverage are typical reasons.

For institutions that have traditionally taught through face to
face teaching the requirement for up-front content planning and
development is a significant barrier to the introduction of e-learning
programmes. This may be reduced significantly through collaborative
development with one or more other institutions.

The challenge faced by the senior management of institutions
contemplating this style of coilaborative venture is that of achieving
productive working relationships betwsen the institutions at
departmental level. Partnership between academic departments is

traditionally driven by shared personal interests and ambitions and
hence it may be difficult to implement a comprehensive shared
development activity between two institutions.

The challenge may be eased somewhat in consortium arrangements
where the scope for ”departmental matchmaking” is greater.

By whatever mechanism departments are brought together each
efement of the collaboration should be appropriately contracted,
hence it should be anticipated that there will be an overarching
contract providing the framework of agreement between institutions/
consortium members, the anticipated standards that the partnership/
consortium will endeavour to attain and the broad financial
arrangerents. Project-specific contracts will provide the details of
each development project, define deliverables, allocate responsibilities,
and define management processes and financial parameters, The
attribution of the rights of the institution and individual contributors
will be addressed in contractual arrangements.

The development of academic programmes is an extended process and
in the majority of instances students are registered on programmes
before development of all courses in the programme is completed.
An institution offering a programme in which component courses
are to be developed through collaborative ventures may be exposed
to significant risk. However secure contractual arrangements may be,

resolution of any prablems arising from projects under development .

at another institution will absorb management time and may lead
to launch delay or non completion. Institutions should be able to
demanstrate that they have contingency plans in place to cover for
non compliance with contract expectations.

The management issues surrounding collaborative veniures for the
provision of infrastructure and technical services may not present the
same problems. There is often a clear interface within institutions
between the academic and administrative divisions. Placing an
additional interface may not significantly increase the complexity. it
might be argued that the clear specification of service reguirements
in contractual relationshins with a service provider might provide a
clearer definition of responsibilities at the interface than might be the
case in intra-institutional arrangements.

The institution’s relationship with its students must be paramount
in all collaborative provision of courses and services, and this should
be reflected in all partnership contracts particularly those relating to

105




106

Quality Assessment for E-learning a Benchmarking Approach

collaborative ventures in the provision of services,

It should be anticipated that an institution playing a role in a

consertium will take part in the management of that consortiurm and
that terms of membership will have been discussed in appropriate
management greups prior to formalising membership.
Membership of a consortium may impose standards and service
protacols on the institution. The existence of these standards, their
rationale and the impact on their use within the institution should be
widely communicated within the institution to ensure that they are
fully understood and are not in conflict with locally applied informal
standards and codes of practice.

Assessors notes for curriculum design

Institutions designing programmes to be delivered using e-learning
face the challenge of ensuring that their programmes address the
established national or international standards and norms appropriate
to subject and level and, at the same time, exploit the unique features
of delivery by e-learning.

Those designing curricula to be delivered by conventional face-to-
face presentation are able to exploit the flexibility inherent in face-
to-face interaction between teacher and student whereas e-learning,
in many instances, demands detailed advanced specification of
learning outcomes and the teaching interactions through which they
are delivered. The challenges of curriculum design for e-learning
are reduced if nationat curriculum standards are based on learning
outcome framewaorks that clearly define-requirements for knowledge
acquisition and skills development. Working within such a framework
curricufum  designers can allocate spacific learning outcomes to
programme sectors and deploy appropriate support mechanisms and
technologies.

Institutions developing e-learning programmes may use knowledge
management processes to elicit and share experience between
departments in the delivery of fearning outcomes directed at
developing an institution wide appreciation of the technigues
available, their pedagogic effectiveness and student response to
them. An institutional perspective on what is achievable through any
particufar mode of delivery should inform and help shape curriculum

design. L
The major challenges for those implementing e-learning lie in the

delivery of learning outcomes requiring direct interaction between
individuals or the acquisition of practical skills. Institutions may
implement policies that require some professional and cormmunications
skills to be delivered by mades other than e-learning. Curriculum
designers should ensure that the negative impact on students electing
to use e-learning as their primary mode of study for reasons of its
flexibility is minimal.

Assessors should endeavour to determine that curriculum designers
adopt a realistic stance to the integration of courses or modules
requiring physical attendance within programmes delivered primarily
through e-learning

Flexibility

_E-learning offers considerable flexibility in the time, place and,

possibly, pace of study;, however in most instances it is unrealistic to
offer students programmes that offer both 24x7 availability and full
student choice of start and finish dates.

Programmes delivered by face to face mechanisms are essentially paced
by the schedule of lectures or other face to face teaching activities
(laboratory sessions, workshops etc) and these in turn determine the
schedules for assessment and examination. in the absence of face to
face events many students will use the assessment and examination
schedules o determine their pattern of study.

it is anticipated that the majority of curriculum designers will opt
for provision that sets schedules for course completion at a macro
level, (fixed schedules for assessment and examination etc) but allows
significant flexibility for students to adjust their study pattern at a
micro level to suit their particular personal circumstances.

The frequency of fixed assessment points may impact on the real
flexibility available to students at the micro level, There are inevitably
significant interactions between size of module and . the flexibility
offered to students. A small module offered over a comparatively short
study period may provide students with less opportunity to exerdise
flexibility in management of their study pattern than a larger volume
of study offered over a longer period. In the latter case students may
be able to compensate for periods of work or family pressure by
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committing more time to their study during other periods, whereas
the Tormer allows fewer aptions for workload management.
Students electing to study modules in parallel may encounter
particular difficuities in workload management if modules have
similar assessment patterns and schedules; hence curriculum and
programme designers might wherever possible seek to decouple the
assessment schedules on those modules most likely to be studied in
parallel,

Institutions may use both student survey and analysis of patterns
of on-line system usage to determine the use made by students of
the flexibility offered to them and to relate student study patterns
to assessment and other course landmarks. The outcomes of survey
activity should be widely disseminated to share best practice across
departmental boundaries.

Limitations on place of study are increasingly difficult to justify as it is
envisaged that the majority of e-learning is delivered via the web and
thus available at any web access point. The need for identity checks
for key assessment items and examinations may dictate that students
attend a particular supervised location but curriculum designers
should exert pressure to ensure that such assessments can be taken
in as wide a range of focations as passible, rather than simply centres
managed by the institution itself.

Assessors should determine the steps taken to ensure that the
institution and curriculum  designers endeavour to explore all
opportunities to reduce any limitations on location of study.

Academic community development

Curriculum designers should adopt a realistic approach to the level
of student involvement that can be anticipated in informal on-
fine communities. On-line communities may be represented as an
alternative to the face to face interactions enjoyed by campus based
students but in reality on-line communities are frequently dependent
on the inputs of a few proactive enthusiastic contributors to provide
impetus to discussion. However, in contrast to the informal interactions
of a campus-based institution, the contributions of the enthusiasts

_ are avallable to all within the community rather than simply their
" close associates, Equally non-contributors to on-line discussion can be

idertified whereas in a conventional context lack of engagement by

individuals in informal discussion activity may go totally undetected.
Assessors may be provided with access to typical discussion threads
from informal discussions (subject to confidentiality terms established
for student discussion boards). Statistics on readership of messages as
well as records of postings etc will provide a more complete picture of
the dynamics of on-line community activity.

The role of academic staff in on-tine activity may be separated into
direct interactions with individual students and the motivation of
on-line discussion in tutor mediated conferences. 1t is imporiant that
curriculum designers define the role that they expect their tutors to
fulfil and that there is evidence that they are supported in acquiring
the skills necessary to execute that role.

Curriculum designers may opt to exploit on-line conferencing and
group working tools to deliver fearning cutcomes related to group
working. Those doing so should demonstrate that they have addressed
both the pedagogic and tectinical issues associated with this mode of
student collaboration.

Management of group work presents challenges in a campus
setting but the complexities are significantly greater in an on-line
setting. On-line project teams are widely encountered within large
organisations but participants operate in an environment constrained
by organisational culture, performance management systems and
the financial incentives of their employment; identities, authorities
and roles are interpreted and understood by participants against a
corporate culture.

Curriculum designers planning to use oniine collaborative projects
should demonstrate that they have created an environment in which

- studenis are clear on the expectations required of them and their feliow

students, how contributions will be monitored and acknowledged,
and that there are contingency mechanisms in place to manage and
maintain group activity should it be compromised in any way by non
contribution by one or more group members.

Professional Networks

An institution offering professicnally related programmes may
have an obligation to enable its students to engage in monitored
professional activity as an integral part of their study. Traditionally
many institutions have mechanisms to place their students with an
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employer for a period of their study. In some circumstances it might
be appropriate to continue with these relationships but institutions
should endeavour to put in place more flexible arrangements that
cater for the circumstance of their e-learner students.

It should be recognised that Professional Bodies may be required to
address both the impact of ICT on professional practice that may
affect the knowledge and skills required for effective practice and
the mechanisms through which students gain and demonstrate these
skills.

In many organisations e-working is an everyday occurrence,
attendance at a single workplace in order to access information or
other project resources is no-longer essential and many professionals
conduct their working life operating from multiple locations with
connection to resources being their prime requirement.

Many e-learning students may already be in professional employment
and have opportunities other than the conventional placement
models through which they can acquire and demonstrate acquisition
and possession of professional skills,

Assessment and verification of existing professional skills may
significantly reduce the “placement” requirement for many potential
e-learning students.

Assessors should assure themseives that institutions offering
programmes that would traditionally require a placement component
are fully engaged with professional bodies in the identification of
alternative mechanisms that reflect the reality of current professional
life.and the requirements of their e-learning students.

Many professional bodies will now offer and manage an-line
discussion forums on aspects of professional practice. HE institutions
should work with professional bodies to secure appropriate access
to these sites for their students and propose how they might work
jointly to improve their use by students.

The international accessibility of e-learning  programmes  will
present considerable challenges in the case of professionally related
programmes. Should the HE institution focus onfy on the reguirements
of its "home" professional body or develop curricula that address
international needs, should it seek recognition and accreditation from
international bodies etc?

Conducting extended discussion with a number of professional bodies
will tax the resources 6f most institutions; hence assessors should

L

assure themselves that institutions are realistic in their objectives of
serving international professional markets.

Research

The development of research skills is a requirement of first and higher
degree programmes in many countries. in those jurisdictions in which
programmes are defined in terms of learner outcomes research-
related competences should be clearly expressed. In other contexts the
anticipated outcomes from student participation in campus research
activity may be less well defined and their transfation into activities
that can be delivered by e-learning a more challenging undertaking.
In designing alternatives to traditional research activity curriculum
designers must be explicit in their objectives, address how research
activity may develop in the immediate future and should ensure that
on-line learners can exploit the technologies avaifable to them to the
fullest extent in their participation in research activity.

On-line library access and search facilities place e-learning and
campus based students almost on a par with respect to their access
1o infarmation. Use of conferencing facilities should also allow on-
line students to participate actively in discussion and seminar events
hence in subject areas other than those traditionally requiring
access 1o lgboratory or clinical facilities there are few reasons that
might suggest any justification for major disparities between the
opportunities available to campus and on-line students.
Laboratory-based subjects place a greater challenge but analysis of the
expected outcomes of traditional activities may indicate the extent of
the activity that may be conducted on-line. Aspects of experimental
design, data analysis etc may be replicated in on-line activity and in
some instances it may be possible for manipulation of equipment to
be conducted on-line.

It is possible that many e-learners seeking gualification in tecrhnical
subjects may have extensive previous experience of their subjects !n
a practical context and this experience should not be discounted in
the design of online programmes. Provision for recognition of such
experiential learning might be embedded into curriculum design.

It is impossible to be prescriptive on what alternatives to conventional
laboratory experience might be offered but assessors should satisfy
themselves that institutions address the challenges in an open and
realistic fashion.
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Knowledge and Skills ™

The main issues that curriculum designers must address relate to the
distribution of knowledge and skills within programmes because,
for reasans of the methodologies employed in e-learning, a specific
sequence of knowledge and skills development might be required.
Face-to-face teachers are able to operate with significant flexibility
tailoring their teaching to the needs of their student group and to
some extent varying the content and sequence of delivery in response
1o students’ prior experience. They also have available the oppartunity
to engage in a range of activities within & single teaching session that
might encompass knowledge transfer, group working, and one to
one interactions with individual students. Those aperating e-learning
systems dependent on the use of structured learning materials
have less flexibility available to them and are more reliant on tight
spacification of learning outcomes as their mechanism for managing
student progress,

The developers of e-curricula may adopt a classification of courses
according to their broad pedagogic function, e.q.:

Didactic, in which knowledge transfer is the primary function,
Analytical and problem solving, in which application of knowledge
and technigue predominate,

Collaborative, in which intellectual interchange between students
and staff is the primary activity.

Curriculum designers may allocate specific pedagogic functions to
courses in a programme and determine the modes of delivery and
resources 1o be allocated to them. In broad terms courses that require
the deveiopment of extensive course materials should require less
human intervention in their delivery; those courses structured around
dialogic interchange demand more human support in delivery and
less up-front investment.

Perhaps the most critical decisions for potential e-learners seeking
flexible programmes relate to the face-to-face or residential
attendance requirements of a programme. Market research may be
used to determine potential learner preferences on whether these
componenis be aggregated into specific modules or be distributed
across a programme.

Assessors should satisfy themselves that curriculum designers adopt
a logical and analytical approach to the process and construct

L

programmes of courses with clearly defined learning outcomes and
functions.

Assessment

There are two major issues in assessment that will dominate discussion
of e-learning, those of provision of meaningful interaction and
feedback, and issues of verification of identity.

Conventional essay-based assessment technigues are applicable
to e-learning with tutors providing writien comment and feedback
on student performance and these may well form the backbone of
summative assessment schemes.

However the interactive capabilities of 1CT systems can be exploited to
improve the provision of formative assessment exercises. The majority
of e-learning delivery systems will provide authors with a range of
options for the presentation of multiple choice questions. The value
to students of these systems can be significantly improved by careful
design of the remedial teaching provided in the feedback responses
to MCQs.

Assessment design should be aligned to the style of course hence
within a programme a diversity of assessment techniques will be
encountered. Assessors should satisfy themselves that curriculum
designers address the aggregation of the cumulative evidence on
student performance gained through all modes of assessment.
Curriculum designers must consider how best to address the sensitive
issue of assuring the identity of students following e-earning
programmes. They should be guided by institutional policy but must
themselves have confidence in their systems and be in a position to
defend them to academic and professional peers (also to assessment
and accreditation panels).

Examinations under controiled conditions are regarded as the
benchmark for verification of candidate identity and performance.
However, curricutum designers should be able to demonstrate that
every effort is made to relate examination performance with the
aggregate profile of student performance gained through other
ferms of summative assessment,
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Assessors notes for course design
Pedagogic Design

Infarmation and Communications Technologies have opened up a
range of pedagogic possibilities that present challenges for teachers
engaged in both campus based and distance learning sectors. The
pedagogic uses of ICT can be grouped into three broad categories.
+ Delivery of interactive teaching materials supporting a didactic
approach
+  Access to information sources supporting resource-based learning
approaches
+ Collaborative learning activity in which electronic communication
1o0ls support group centred learning
An institution's ability to exploit these will be strongly dependent
on its existing systems and approaches, Incremental introduction of
e- learning techniques may have developed by offering ICT based
pedagogic tools alongside their traditional counterparts. For example
a distance learning presentation of a course may have its initial
origins in experimentation with the distribution of lecture notes via a
website, with later incremental developments enabling on-line access
£o tutorial support to the distance learning students etc.
New e-learning programmes should regard e-learning methedclogies
as their prime pedagogic tools rather than parallel additions to other
pedagogic components and institutions should display confidence in
their utilisation.
Whilst highly structured e-fearning software may be effective as a
mechanism for procedural training in the commercial sector; at Higher
Education level few programmes will achieve their goals through use
of asingle technique. The majority of programmes will deploy a number
of e-learning applications with communications tools facilitating
contact between learners and some human source of learner support.

Delivery of teaching materials

The use of electronic means to deliver teaching materials has reduced
the logistics barriers to entry into distance learning activity; however

it is important to distinguish between issues of convenience and’

effectiveness.

Electronic delivery may offer 24x7 access o teaching materials but the
same can be said for paper based systems, so pedagogic justification
far the use of e-learning should rest on the unigue advantages of e-
systems viz: interactivity, adaptive study routes, animation, embedded
assessment etc. These are features that justify e-delivery rather than
the convenience of delivering text material to be, in all probability,
printed locally by students.

Caurse designers should be able to demonstrate that they have
maximised the potential for interactivity in their materials, are aware
of what is technically possible, the likely costs, financial and academic,
of its development, and are aware of the availability of external
sources of on-line materials.

Accass to information resources

The development of the internet as a readily available information
source and the extensive use of on-line resources by university library
services has openad up the possibility of students pursuing on-line or
distance learning studies enjoying services virtually identical to those
available to on campus students. Hence the pedagogic rationale
for use of an-line information may, in most circumnstances demand
little justification. However there are issues associated with journal
subscriptions and ficences with regard to off campus and international
students. Connectivity costs may be an issue for students.

Collaborative working and communication tools

The use of communications and collaborative working tools have
enormous impact in providing support and academic community
building for distributed student populations. Their effective use can
be a make or break factor in the success of individual students hence
course designers should devote considerable attention to their design
and use.

>

Student support

Provision of human on-line student support from a tutor/mervtor/
advisor is identified as a key factor in improving student completion
rates in electronically delivered programmes and is offered by the
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majority of institutions offering e-learning programmes.  Course
designers should have a clear view of the role of the support
mechanisms they may adopt, for example balancing the advantages
of continuity of support from a named individual with the implicit
limitations of availability being restricted to particular times.

Provision of learner support via written and occasional telephone
contact from a named individual Tound in “traditional” distance
teaching universities does not sit comfortably with the access to the
24x7 support services prevalent in the anline commercial world.
Designers must establish:

those elements of support requiring persanal continuity and those for
which speed of response is paramaount.

those support functions best fuifilled through synchronous and those
through asynchronous mechanisms.

Distinctions that are technologically based (e.g. telephone support =
synchronous, on-line = asynchronous) may be challenged by changing
technologies

Collaborative activity

Electronic communications tools have created new opportunities for
collaborative activity and community building in distance learning
pragrammes and done much to reduce the distinction between
distance and on-campus programmes. The course design team should
review course specific learning objectives and their role in achieving
wider programme objectives that relate to collaborative working,
project based activity and interpersonal skills in order to establish their
use of collaborative tools,

Coliaborative tools that allow document sharing and provide
synchronous and asynchronous communications may be essential for
project based courses.

synchronous and asynchronous conferencing tools may provide the
structure for enabling the develepment of an informal on-fine student
community (with intersecting and parallel staff communities),

Course design teams should be well-informed on what is available
to them and technically feasible and make reasoned decisions an
activities that are essential, desirable and those of marginal impoertance

~ to successful achievement of their learning outcomes.

Provision of tools for student community building may be an example

of a service offering benefits at institutional rather than course
level.

Balancing the blend

it is not possible to deliver learning cutcomes solely through e-
learning then face {o face techniques may be adopted, for example
for development of practical skills, interpersonal group skills, group
identity in collabarative projects, to introduce students to their on-line
tuter and fellow group members, etc.

In general staff may well have greater experience of face to face
techniques but there should be no assumption that familiarity drives
decision making. Justification of face to face activity should have the
same level of rigour as that of the e-learning components.

Assessment

Design of assessment is an integral component of the pedagogic
design hence the design team should ensure that wherever possible
the assessment strategy is a direct extension of its teaching strategy.
The interactivity inherant in electronic materials and delivery methods
provides scope for embedding formative assessment components
within course materials. . :

If conservative institutional policies require assessment solely through
traditional modes then course designers should ensure that their
students are not disadvantaged by lack of experience or practice in
the skiils and techniques demanded by their examination and that the
examination process fully addresses the learning outcomes deliverable
by e-learning.

Staff skiils and training

Those involved in the course design process require experience of e-
learning and its capabilities. In a rapidly evolving field much of this
experience is gained through project participation rather than formal
qualification. Academic teams may seek injections of experience
from media professionals particularly to inform them of the current

" capabilities of delivery systems. Well managed institutions wilt

implement formal staff development activity focused on the use
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of e- learning systems. There are well developed programmes
intreducing the techniques applicable to on-line student support and
group management but much.less coverage of tapics in course and
programme design.

Course Design

The course design process should demonstrate a rational progression
from establishing the role of the course within the overall curriculum
and its outline pedagogic strategy through the design of a conceptual
framework to the detailed development and production of course
materials.

Itisto be expected that the process will take place within aninstitutional
framework for course approval. Institutiona! processes designed for
face to face provision may not necessarily fit well with decision points
appropriate to e-fearning course development. Assessors should seek
evidence that the institution’s décision-making progesses are, Qr are
being, adapted to the particular requirements of e-learning.

Conception

The design pracess requires input from academic and media specialists
1o ensure that the full capabilities of e-learning are harnessed to
support student learning. The task of the conceptual design team is to
produce a specification that may serve a number of functions. It may:
Mark a significant decision point in institutional course approval and
FesQUICe processes

Provide an outline specification for commissioning the development
of the course by a team within the institution or under the auspices
of a consortium agreement

Provide an outline specification for the development of a course, or
components of it, by an external agency.

The conceptual specification should provide information on:

The role filled by the course within the curriculum

The level and size of the course (expressed as credit points and student
workload to assist interchange between credit systems)

The knowledge and skills profile of intended students

The knowledge and skills to be taught within the course expressed in

terms of learning outcomes

The pedagogic techniques to be used in the course

The planned use of media in the course, an allocation of student
workload and development resources, human, technical and
financial.

An assessment strateqy defining the role of formative and summative
components

identification of the contributions expected from individual academic
contributors.

If approved the conceptual pian will form the basis for further
expansicn and detailing by an expanded team during the analysis
phase

Analysis

This stage of development requires a detailed analysis and elaboration
of the specification developed and approved at the conclusion of the
conception phase,

It is envisaged that this task will be undertaken by the team constituted
for the development and production of the course,

The ocutput should:

Detail the academic content

Provide detailed |learning cutcomes

Provide a specification of student activities throughout the course
Allocate content components and media use on a seclion by section
basis

Breakdown anticipated student workload between components
Allocate course development budgets on a section by section basis
Assign respensibility for the design of course content to academic
authors and media designers

This specification should be suffictently detailed for a project manager,
whether acting for the institution or a consortium, to put in place
detailed project management and resource allocation plans.

The boundaries betwean conceptual and analytical phases will vary
with institutional context but the following sections discuss some of
the factors that will influence decision making on e-learning.

Role of the course

It is assumad that an overall programme design will allocate subject
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topics and skills development to courses within the programme that
will influence and constrain course design. A strategy of progression
towards independent learning through the programme may require
courses designed for study early in the programme sequence to adopt
a predominantty didactic approach with a transition to project centred
learning in courses occurring later in the programme.

Level and size of the course

Course designers must assess whether they can realistically deliver
their learning objectives within the constraints of level, size of course
and metheds available to them. Estimation of student workloads
is a complex task when the curriculum is delivered using innovative
methods. Course teams should demonstrate that this factor is

- adequately researched and that they exploit information available

within the institution and elsewhere,
Student prior knowledge and skills

E-learning courses may be targeted at student audiences new to an
institution. Decisions should be informed by research of the audience
to establish prior subject knowledge and study skills.

Course designers may have to address the development of new
learning skills in the early phases of a course. Learners may need to
adapt to modes of independent study or resource based learning, and
design teams sheuld consider allocation of leaming resources and
study time to this.

Learning Outcomes

Learning outcomes must be achievable using the teaching
methodologies envisaged and should not be simply those outcomes
inherited from a predecessor conventional face-to-face course.
Teams must be clear as to whether demonstration of achievement
of outcomes is dependent on ICT: this is particularly relevant to
assessment and examination processes but s also relevant to students’
future careers,

Analysis of learning outcomes to distinguish between knowledge and
professional skills will assist in identification of those aspects of the

course that are dependent on ICT for their acquisition e.g. use of a
professional software based design tool and those in which the use

of ICT is purely a medium for course delivery.

pPedagogic Techniques

The conceptual design should define the broad use of the pedagogic
opportunities which e-learning provides such as didactic, resource-
based learning, coltaborative learning, etc.

The majority of courses should be expected to display the use of a
number of pedagogic techniques.

Media Selection

The design team should implement a clear policy for use of.the media
available to them. Inputs from media and pedagogic specialists should
support academic subject specialists in this process and there should
be evidence of the dialogue between groups. At the conceptual
design stage an indicative allocation of media resource to teaching
functions should be made and this should refate to estimates of
student workload. :

Designers should be explicit at this stage as to whether their use of
ICT is for distributive purposes, i.e. an activity can be conducted from
text print out of the materials defivered electronically (an indicator
would be extensive use of PDF files), or whether the material will
provide high levels of interactivity, (an indicator might be materials
designed in a web page format with many active links embedded in
the teaching materials).

Adopting a highly interactive computer based teaching approach
requires a high investment in software design in order to provide
extremely effective didactic teaching with extensive opportunities
for students to explore and test their understanding. Well designed
software should provide remedial loops to address well known
conceptual d]fflCU|tI€S

Use of audio and video resources presents the need to distinguish
between distributive and pedagogic functions.

video or audio resources may primarily be designed to replace the
lacture provision available to an-campus students, in which case they
are fulfilling a predominantly distributive function. Alternatively they
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may provide an alternative to experiential learning activities such
as laboratory classes or field trips in which case they fulfil a distinct
pedagogic function. ’

Course designers should appreciate the logistic options for distribution
of audio-visual resources. For example streaming technigues may limit
'student choice of place and time of study, distribution on disk places
increased logistics demands on the course provider, etc.

Contributors

It is presumed that the majority of e-learning courses are produced
through team processes rather than individual authorship. The
lconceptual plan should indicate the contributions expected of
individuals to aspects of course development and, in circumstances
yvhgre team members are drawn from more than one department or
institution, should form the basis of subsequent agreements regarding
staff contributions.

If the course is o be developed in a consortium arrangement the
conceptual specification should be approved at consortium level;
either the responsibility allocated to a single institution for ongoing;
management of development or afternatively, commitment of
institutional contributions to a development project progressed by a
team working under consortium management.

Thg involverent of consultant subject experts demands careful role
definition. Is the consultant to provide solely subject knowledge to be
converted by pedagogic and media specialists or will the consultant
work alongside the media professionals? Effective briefing of
consultants on their role, the tools and support available and a clear
understanding of what will happen to their work on completion of
their contracted task is important,

Hf course contributors are newcomers to the development of e-learning
or to team development processes the provision of training and team
dev'elopment activity may be a feature of the course development
project plan.

Assessment and Examination

.

The course design team must specify an assessment and examination

plan that fulfils the requirernents of the benchmark statements. The
maijor issues to be addressed are:

Exploitation of the interactive capabilities of 1CT systems

Separation of knowledge and skills componenis

Clarity on the formative and summative functions of continuous

assessment -
Clarity on the summative and security functions of any end of course

examination
The development team should endeavour to exploit the interactivity
inherent in ICT systems, particularly through formative assessment
activity, to confirm and reinforce student fearning. All are accustormed
1o the use of applications software which offers context specific help,
spell and grammar checking in word processing packages etc yet many
e-learning programmes pravide only simple muitiple choice guestion
routines with extremely limited feedback as their core assessment
methodology.  In institutions aspiring to excellence academic and
systems staff should demonstrate a commitment to the development
of high guality interactive assessment tcals

Formative assessment may be built into the design of structured
teaching materials. It is possible to allow students to progress only
when they have achieved acceptable levels of mastery of a topic.
Such an approach might be regarded as inappropriate in the HE
environment; - nevertheless development teams should determine
how they will make use of the interactive mechanisms available to
provide students with feedback or remedial teaching.

VLE systems through which e-learning programmes are delivered have
the ability to track those resources accessed by individual students
hence it is possible for course designers to build detailed models of
the patterns of use adopted by students and to tailer assessment to
be adapted to student study path. For example if there are optional
sections within a course, an adaptive system could ensure that tests
covered the options actively siudied by a particular student,

Balance between continucus assessment and examination should
be given careful consideration. Continuous assessment provides
structure and pacing.targets for students but may not provide the
discrimination between students’ performance which fixed time
examinations achieve.

As verification of student identity is an ongoing concern for e-
learning administrators, there should be evidence that design teams
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have addressed the issue thoroughly by identifying the opportunities
and methods to establish and cross check identity. Course tutors and
mentors may have a role in this.

Attendance at examination has been used by distance teaching
organisations as a secure means of checking identity and institutions
may view significant disparities in performance between continuous
assessment and examinaticn with concern.

't has to be recognised that e-learning students are likely to have
greater facility with the keyboard than with the pen, hence examination
processes that adopt a traditional three hour written format may not
fully test the skills used and acquired during study. For example,
writing at a keyboard allowskjoutlining ar Mindmapping tools to be
used to structure an essay, an accomplished user of these tools may
find the preparation of an essay in traditional exam conditions to be
a more time consuming process.

The use of ICT tools has shifted the emphasis from the importance
of acquiring and holding knowledge to the skills of accessing and
manipulating information hence assessment and examination
processes should recognise this. There is thus an inherent tension
for institutions operating remote e-learning programmes between
the importance of examination as an identity-checking process and
the development of examinations that address appropriately tha
knowledge and skills developed in the course.

Content Criteria

The design and presentation of course content is a major component
of students’ learning experience. The course development team
must evolve a style of presentation that fulfils academic requirements
whilst displaying standards expected by a student audience that has
exlensive experience of electronic media in other aspects of their
lives.

It is assumed that the content of courses is developed by academic
staff appropriately qualified for their academic role who is supported
by media professivnals who have the expertise to translate academic
requirements into the teaching media with which students will
interact. Successful management of the interface between the two
groups is dependent on mutual understanding of what, how and why
information flows between them.

The academics’ cutputs may be:
* Text for transformation into web formats o
» Story boards and teaching schemes for transformation into
computer based learning
* Web references and links for transformation inte resource based
learning schemes, .
» Tasks and assessment parameters for collaborative learning
activities. ’
The precision required for these documents is dependent on the
naiure of the working relationship between academic and media
professionals in the subsequent phases of develepment. G:eat.est
precision is to be expected for work contracted to external design
organisations.
The content of the course should meet the academic standards
required for its level, volume of study etc. Given the sequence and
timescale of the development and production process, inputs may
be required from external assessors even though materials are in
an unfinished state. The assessors should be briefed on the nature
of the development process znd their responses should address
.the appropriateness of academic content, comment an the overall
teaching scheme and provide pointers for improvement. .
It is reasonable for media professionals to expect the materials
provided to them to be accurate in their academic content a.nd not
10 be subject to change for academic reasons, although iterations to
refine the presentational aspects are to be expected.
Collaboration between academic and media professionals shouid be
evident through clear specification of the pedagogic uses of ICT and
a set of tools and protacals for their implementation.
There are criteria that relate to the structure and design of the course
and others that relate to the individual components or student tasks.
All courses should have a Study Guide. Hs design might be applied
consistently across a programme or more widely across the institution
providing students with a common introduction to each course.
The broad pedagogic approach and the tools used should be presented
so that students may prepare and plan their study programme. For
example it should be clear which components of the course reqt.Jire.on-
line interaction, which require synchronous on-line communication,
which can be studied in either on-line or off-line modes etc. Use of

icons will assist in usability.
=
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At detailed [evel

Interactivity is a key distinction between paper-based and screen-based
activity hence teaching materials should exploit this for teaching, self
assessment and reinforcement wherever possible.

Text components intended for onscreen reading should be
appropriately structured and styled and designed around short
concise sactions,

Text components intended for extended reading should be provided
in PDF formats to facilitate printing for off screen study.

Interactive exercises should provide facilities for students to enter and
recover their responses on-line rather than requiring thern to maintain
an independent paper based record of their responses.

The function and use of AV media should be clearly defined for
students indicating whether they are for contextuat illustration,
provision of evidence, etc.

Courses that are reliant on external sources accessed through web
links are vulnerable to changes in the content and location of external
sites. Course authors and their professional colleagues should ensure
that external references are updated consistently, that potentially
volatile sites are cached in the format that the author makes reference
to and that all issues concerning Intellectual Property rights are
professionally cleared.

If external assessment of the content is required prior to sign off for
release it should be a requirement that the assessor conducts the
review using an equipment set and cennectivity of the minimum level
that students are required 1o have access to, so that the review is a
true reftection of the experience provided to students.

Materials and Production Design

Technical and Interface Design

These factors cover those aspects of course materials that relate to
their appearance on the screen, the on-screen facilities for accessing
course components, information resources and student support
services.

Significant contribution from media professionals is to be expected in
this sphere of activity to support the objective of developing materials
that meet the standards and norms of on-line activity that learners
encounter in other aspects of their lives.

it is expected that policies will be established at institutionat level and
guided by professionals who monitor evolving technical developments
and standards. o~

Compliance with National and European legislation and codes of
practice relating to accessibility is essential and should be addressed
at institutional level providing individual course development teams
with clear direction and tools.

Standard formats provide consistency for students who will probably
study a range of courses as they progress to qualification. Divergence
from standard formats must be justified on functional requirements
rather than as a matter of personal preference by course authors,
The use of an institutional Virtual Learning Environment, or eguivalent
systems, should provide course teams with a choice of standa{d
screen layouts and interface tools around which to design their course
s5Creens.

Fonts, standard buttons, colours and colour changes should be
consistent within a course and a consistent visual *grammar” should
be identifiable in all courses.

The systems should wherever possible be platform independent and
allow for easy transfer of information between the e-learning systems
and the general purpose software packages that students are likely to
use for their social or work related activities. For example messaging
systemns should allow for forwarding to other e-mail systems,
timetabling systems should link to crganiser systems etc. Student.s
may have invested considerable time and effort in mastery of their
personal or working systems and use of an institution-specific tool
that has simitar functions may be an unnecessary irritation.

The technical design of the course materials should take due account
of student drcurnstances and not make undue demands on student
time or finances by reguiring fong download periods, printing of
large documents or time restrictions on the availability of on-line
resources.

Regular surveys of students on their ownership and access to
equipment and software will inform institutional decision making on
technical aspects.

Similar technical faciors relate to the tools available to tutors and
others involved in student support activity. Ideally a student
assignment generated using desktop package A should be r.outinely
transmittable through the institutional system for marking and
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annotation by a tutor using desktop package B and be returned fully
readable via the samé route.

Institutional managers should manage the creative tension between
academic and technical contributors. From the academic side
pedagogic challenge should be expected as a driver for system
development and from the technical side a conservative concern for
design and delivery of reliable systems. Evidence of this might be
expected in policy making fora and updates of the system to provide
additional facilities.

Content Criteria

In the design and production phase the academic content as designed
by academic members of the team is transformed into the material
that students engage with directly during their study.

The task of the media professionals is the enhancement of teaching
through effective design without compromise to the academic integrity
of the material presented 1o them by their academic cclleagues.
Technical standards are addressed through several international
projects and it is to be expected that the institution will have policies
in place with regard to compliance with such standards. Adherence
to standards should enable exchange of course materials between
courses and, possibly, between institutions. The development of
repositories of reusable teaching objects has long been postulated
as the key success factor for the widespread adoption of e-learning.
Currently their use is limited, possibly because standards have yet
to consolidate. Institutions may specify that their content should
wherever possible be designed with re use in mind.

Operating within the general style and functionality guidelines
outlined in the technical design section designers will develop the
teaching schemes prepared by academics into formats appropriate
for final delivery.

The quality of the outcomes can be assessed by examination of the
resulting materials against the criteria presented in performance
indicators, but is important that reviewers test functionality in addition
to appearance of the materials and check for student feedback on the
ease of use and effectiveness of the teaching materials.

Assessment of the value-added at this stage in the development
process requires examination of the input sources and discussion

with academic and media professionals involved on  their
centributions.

Process Management

This phase of activity will involve significant input from media
professionals. The nature of the collaboration hetween academic
staff and media professionals will vary dependent on organisational
resources and policy. The extremes of the modes of collaboration
are: '
1) A linear sequential development with the following stages:
a) Stage 1
Course designed and content drafted by academic staff
b) Stage 2
Further developed by Instructional Designers who elaborate
and refine the pedagogic structure and implement design of
learning and assessment
¢) Stage 3
Web and media production specialists produce final materials
for on-screen preseniation
2)- A fully integrated development team in which academics and
media professionals are fully involved at all stages from initial
course design to delivery of course materials.
However the most commonly encountered model is a parallel
development model, the balance of workload transferring from
acadernic to media professionals as the course design evolves.
Management of the interface between the two groups is critical 1o
effective management of the project:
Documeniation for the various stages of course approval may mark
the stages in the linear development of the course.
Interdepartmental service level agreements, internal institutional
codes of practice should exist to define the transfer of responsibility
for material development between professional groups.
A disciplined approach to version control and clean handover between
professional groups should be evident.
Should development work be contracted out to agencies external
to the institution, formal specification of requirements and clear
contractual arrangements are essential.
The use of media professionals in a commissioning role is one
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mechanism for management of the interface between the academic
staff of the HE institution and external media professionals,

Fxtemal e-learning developers may be accustomed to working in an
lr}dust.l'ial training environment and may expect a tighter specification
gcacjjisr;%r; Fez;rfnrzeters and outcomes than may be forthcoming from
Academics may be provided with training i f

media specificationi’)[echniques. reing nstorybosrding and other
Formal project management techniques should be evident at all
levels from course project upwards, Hence in an institution engaged
ex_terjswery in e-learning development a course project will operate
Wli’[hln a tiered management systern, Tiered project management
will provide improved management of contingency and risk at
departmental, faculty and institutional levels.

If the development of teaching media is to be contracted out to
external agencies the relationships between institution and media
develpper should be clearly defined through contract, Codes of
practice, such at that implemented by British Learning Asscciation
http://w.british— learning.com/qualitymark/index.htm provide
a quality framework that addresses the processes of contracted e-
fearning materials development,

Assessment and Evaluation

This sect!on of the course development process intersects with the
pedagogic design of the programme and the assessment of student
performance, the review of the course during development, its

acceptance as fit for purpose and evaluation of
the perf
the course. performance of

Student Assessment

As;essment gglicies are a key component of e-fearning programmes
and must address pedagoegic issues and con i

and 1 cerns of se

i curity and
llnstltut(onal policy or national requirements may require the
lnvqlvemen'i of the external examiners throughout the assessment
design process, Briefing external examiners on institutional policies on
e-learning and the assessment and examination processes adopted in

‘other e-learning courses would be an indicator of good practice,

Examiners should consider the pedagogic and evaluative aspects of
course assessment policies.

Pedagogy
Course design should provide opportunities for formative and

summative assessment. Institutions operating distance learning
systems have well established processes for combining continuous
assessment and end of course assessment to establish measures of

overall student performance.
Continuousassessmentfulfils both formativeandsummative functions.

. Feedback from tutors/mentors on assessment tasks provides the

learner with reinforcement or direction for remediai learning. Within a
continuous assessment suite the relative importance of formative and
summative functions may be adjusted to achieve specific pedagogic
results.
Though some may assert that entirely formative assessment is of great
value to students, others adopt a more pragmatic view of human
motivation and deploy assessments that are primarily designed to
fulfil a formative function but reward completion by the award of
marks. Provision of feedback from tutors carries a financial cost that
‘may restrict its use in formative assessment.
In traditional distance learning systems the value of tutor feedback is
inevitably reduced by the time delay inherent in the communication
loop. Use of e-communication reduces the delay in comparison with
mail based communication but instant 24x7 response can be provided
by automated systems. For example:
Fach option within a simple multiple choice quiz may be associated
with a short feedback message and reference back to the appropriate
point in the teaching sequence.
More complex teaching structures may incorporate remedial teaching
loops in response to incorrect answers to interactive questions.
Where mastery of a topic is required progression to later topics
can feasibly be restricted until an appropriate level of mastery fs
achieved.
Thus the -functions expected of formative assessment can be
strengthened without recourse to the inducements of the reward of
a score contributing to a continuous assessment score.
The ability to test and regulate progression at a detailed level may
allow the substantive continuous assessment 1o focus on issues of
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integration of learning and allow tutors to focus on assessment of

higher level objectives.

The use of computer-based online assessment for summative purposes

raises issues of identification and security, and may have impact on

flexibility in time, place and pace of study for students.

To improve security, on-line assessments may be;

* restricted in avallability to certain time periods

* generated for individual students from a bank of questions

* generated from a bank of questions and available over a particular

{ime interval.

Concerns over the security of assessment in an on-line environment
should be tempered by realistic appraisal of custom and practice
amongst students working in a collaborative on-campus
environment. ‘
Thecontinuousassessmentofe-!earning coursesthatare predominantly
resource based offers fewer cpportunities for integrated computer
based assessment and it should be anticipated that assessments will
be tutor marked and assessment criteria will forus on information
management skills,

Assessment tasks may differ from conventional essay based siructures
for example requiring the presentation of work in a website format,
Course designers should ensure that marking schemes address and
reward skills development and that course markers are trained in
techniques of evaluating materials that are themselves interactive.
Theissue of plagiarismis common between institutions offering on-line
and conventional provision. Arguably its detection and management
is easier in institutions where on-line submission of assignments is the
norm as reference to the work of current and previous generations
of students may be possible in addition to checks against internet
sources.
Courses structured around on-line collaborative student projects
compound the inherent difficulty of assessment of an individual’s
contribution to collaborative projects with the complexity of the
(self} management of on-line team work, Assessment design should
address group outputs, individual contributions to the group outputs,
individual use of group working tools and individual group working
skills. Group peer assessment may be an appropriate input to the
assessment process. On-line communication should allow a fuller and
more detailed archive of the transactions than would be available in

a paper group environment but use of suc'h an .archive raises issues;} of
group confidentiality and of communication via other chapnels that
is not recorded in the common archive. Dependent on t.hfe input that
the tutor/mentor may make to design of the projeclt activity or to the
group process, joint or double marking may be desirable.

Examination N
A final written course examination has, traditionally, been regarded

as the definitive opportunity to test a student’s }degrstanding of a
course. In the case of distance teaching universities tt‘ may provide
a unigue activity to confirm student identity. An ex(:imlnatlc?n taken
under controlled conditions may also be used to provide conf|rmatow
evidence that exam and assignments submitted as continuous
assessment have been undertaken by the same person.
The options available to institutions range from computer basefi
assessment using “clean” aquipment in a controlled environment (‘[}?lsi
approach is used extensively in the training arena fc?r the commercia
certification of software professionals wnh online gxamlnait‘lons
b'eing conducted in registered test centres) via convent@nal‘wntten
examinations to traditional format viva voce examinations 1o
demonstrate that previously submitted works were truly those of the
idate. .
CAar:1 ?:tiermediate examination regime, which migh‘t mvo]w_z student
access 10 internet resources or use of their own equipment, is fraught

with problems of invigilation. . .
fn addition it can be argued that many of the higher level skills now

formally expressed amongst the essential outcomes of HE programmes. -
_ are nat readily assessed under conventional examination conditions.

Institutions must assure themselves that they are confident of their

graduates’ identity and performance. Their policy frameworks ‘n‘wst

define the requirements for examination under controlled conditions

to verify student identity. '

Policies relating to verification of identity may be dependent on the

extent of programme modularity. Policies may: .

+ determine the proportion of courses that must be subject to a
controlled examination o

+ stipulate the number of occasions thal an |nd|V|dual. student
must be subject of a condrolled examination in progression to an

award
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* establish a level of sampling b i
y which students may be

a controlled examination e teedfor
However the issue of what examination task should be undertaken
.undern; t:ehcontrolred conditions is more complex in circumstances
in which the student is accustomed to the us i

e of
n which online tools and
Exadmmation tasks may replicate the style of assignment previously
un fertaken by cquldates during their course, examination
performance providing confirmatory evidence of continuous
assessment performance.
E!i(?lmlnatlon tasks may be designed to assess particular integrative
skills that are additional to those assessed during the continuous
S:Zi?;menga The'outcome of the examination process would then
e addiional information to that provid i

provice 24 D ed by continuous
Stude.nts'should be informed of the detail of the structure of the
exzmmatlon and the learning cutcomes it is designed to assess
and be broadly aware of the role of the examination as an identit);

control, particularly in those coy [
( ’ rses where a sampiin i
implemented. Ping procecure i

Course evaluation and approval

The processes of course evaluation shouid be integrated with the
course development and improvement process, Evaluation and
acceptance processes should embrace both the initial development
to ensure that the course is appropriate for launch, and the use 012
student and other feedback in the ongoing devé!opment of the

course, presentation by presentation, t ingi
. 1o ensure ongoing imar
of the course.Viz: s mprovement

Development Phase:
* External assessment by academic peer reviewers

* External assessment to ens i i
_ ure comptiance with professi
requirements P onalboc

* Internal review by academic peers

*  Internal quality assurance review processes.

Peer assessment by external academic reviewers may be a
requirement for all courses irrespective of mode of delivery. In
the case of e-learning courses there are specific issues relating
to the mode in which the materials are presented for review.

The review process may be multi stage reflecting the stages in

the development process. The institution may provide its external

reviewers with briefing notes on:

¢ the development process,

& the nature of documents and ather materials that they will be
reuired to work with

@ the characteristics of the proposed methods of delivery.

¢ exemplars of previously developed course materials as
benchmarks of institutionat standards.

i External review by professional bodies may relate predominantly
to the subject content though in some instances an e-learning
course may be set precedents in its mode of delivery. Provision of
exemplar materials from related subject areas may be used as a

* mechanism to inform reviewers of the capabilities of e-learning
delivery.

Internal review processes will vary with the academic and
development cultures within the institution. Institutionss with a
longstanding culture of team development are in a positicn to
madify these to the requirements of e-learning. Those institutions
embarking on development of e-learning from a background
of face to face delivery may introduce formal internal academic
review processes amongst other measures 1o ensure sharing
of experience and the implementation of common academic
standards. i
iv The institution may implement quality standards relating to
course materials and delivery systems that may be derived from
commercial practice for software development and testing.

Saturation testing of on-line delivery and supporl systems may be
used to confirm that systems can cope with envisaged peak demand

e.g. at assignment submission deadlines. :
This process should be managed by media professionals who have

the authority to approve the technical quaiity of the materials and
systermns.
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A "dual key" acceptance process may be implemented to ensure that
courses are appropriate for delivery with formal sign off by academic
and media professional divisions of the organisation.

Ongoing Presentation

Evaluation of formal feedback from students

Evaluation of course performance via collection of on-line usage

data

Evaluation of formal feedback from tutors/mentors etc

Evaluation of student performance

Periodic Internal review processes

Presentation of e-learning courses should be manitored to ensure

maintenance of quality and provide information for fmprovement and

future development.

There should be no shortage of information on course performance

but the challenge for course teams lies in the use they make of it

for. quality improvement during presentation, for subsequent
presentations and the development of future courses,

. Student response to materials can be measured subjectively
through the use of feedback surveys.  Design and frequency
of survey may allow for sampling of immediate response on a
section by section and a more reflective response via an end of
course survey.

Il. A fully objective view of student use patterns may be obtained
by monitoring records of student access to the Virtuat Learning
Envirenment.

Though it might be technically feasible to maonitor every student

keystroke, more appropriate parameters for measurement

include:

¢+ the number of occasions an itern is accessed,

* the time spent on each item,

* the number of attempts at test items,

* the frequency of response to each item in multiple choice
tests.

* The frequency of use of finks

Similar monitoring of student use of on-line tools for on-line -

rescurces (library use etc) and collaborative working is possible.

There are ethical issues surrounding the use of information

gathered on-line or via the monitoring of student opinions

expressed -in discussion strands in on-line discussign ‘space.
Institutional policy should be clear on how this information is used
in order to reassure students that monitoring will not impact on
their individual assessment. ‘

lll. Additional information on course performance is available from
those working with students as tutors/mentors. Their feeld.back
will relate to their own workloads as well as providing addlpo.nal
contextualisation for student feedback and performance sta.trstfcs.
Systemn derived information allows for performance momtormg
of tutors/mentors and correlation with the performance of thezr
students. Again, policies on how analysis of this information
might be used in individual performance review and management
should be clearly stated. ‘

iv  Analysis of end of course results allows for an overall pgrsplectlve
on the student performance in attainment of course ob;e;tlves

v The institution may implement a policy for periodic internal
review of courses to monitor their long-term performance a'nd
current relevance of curriculum, cutcomes and the methodologies
of their assessment .

- The monitoring and review pracesses should be designed to
support both short term and long-term course improvement

policies

For example . . o
In the short term {i.e. within a presentation) on-line monitering may

identify “rogue” items such as incorrect quiz or assessment items that
can be rectified immediately. .

In the medium term {i.e. next and subsequent presentations) a
presentation review and report may focus on questions such as:

* did the course parform to its planned specification in terms of
student [earning cutcomé and workload?

» did students respond to the course in the way expected?

+ did they respond uniformly to all aspects of the course?

* s there a need to change the balance of course components?

how are these issues addressed for the next presentation of the
course? E.g. through modified materials, changed assessment
pattern, or medified provision of tutorial support.
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What is the mid term development policy for the course?

In the long term quality improvement may be addressed via a periodic
review that reflects on the experience of several years of presentation
feeding into a comparative review of courses at a departmental/
faculty or institutional level. External participation in these reviews
will facilitate exchange of best practice between institutions and the
development of a strong community of practice amongst HE teachers
engaged in e-learning.

Assessors notes for course delivery
Technical Infrastructure

strategy, architecture and operation

Assessors in reviewing these areas should focus on five aspects:

1. Requirements survey and anaiysis:
There should be evidence of a structured survey and analysis
of stakeholder expectations of the performance of the system,
Major  stakeholder groups are academics, administratars,
students, and those providing on-line tutorial support. Projections
on usage should be based on institutional projections on student
enrolments, the patterns of system usage envisaged by academics
and students and realistic projections of technical developments
in the equipment used by students to access the system

2. Design of the system:

The technical design should take account of anticipated usage,
numbers of students, administrative transactions, and download
requirements. Realistic assumptions of student usage patterns
(e.g. prediction of peak periods such as assignment submission or
downloads of essential materiad) should he used in estimation of
server and connectivity requirements. Arrangements for backup,
archiving and recovery should be specified as an integral element
of the technical specification.

3. Acquisition:

The institution may have selected one of a number of routes to
provide the technical infrastructure, the process may be managed
in its entirety by the institution with the major decisions being led
by its professional staff. Alternatively the institution may choose

to work in a consortium with other higher education-institutions
to implement a shared systemt or might choose o outsource
the provision and management of its technical infrastructure to
another institution or to a commercial service provider, Whichever
route is chosen a full risk assessment should be undertaken
and all contractual arrangements should clearly specify capacity
requirerments and service levels.

4. Operational management and efficiency:

There should be a clear set of standards for the operation of the
technical infrastructure together with evidence of compliance
with these standards. Key Performance Indicators such as system
availability, down-time, queuing time for access etc should be
monitored and available for review.

5. Provision of help desk and technical and other support facilities:
The institution should provide a technical help desk service to
support students in their use of the system (as distinct from help
associated with the academic content of the courses). This service
should be available at the times when students use the system and
with support provision broadly matching student usage rates.

* Virtual Learning Environment

Learning Platforms and Management Systems

The Virtual Learning Environment provides the software system that
acts as the interface through which studenis access their e-learning.
It provides students with access to:

¢ their course materials,

¢ library and information resources,

¢ communication tools,

« contact with teachers.

* testing routines,

¢ records of performance,’

its design and functionality impacts on the pedagogic methodologies
available to teachers.

A VLE will also interface with institution systems that manage
information on student registration, performance and finance.
Virtual Learning Environment systems are available from commercial
vendors and from Open Source consortia. The era in which institutions
might consider the development of their own VLE is probably over but
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many institutions now face the challenge of transfer from one or more
home grown or commerdial systems operated at departmental level
10 a single system operated and maintained at institutionat lavel.
Acquisition of a VLE is a major institutional decision. There are a
number of published methadologies that provide a framewaork for
decision making. Valuable information for assessors may be available
in the documentation developed during the selection process,
Virtual Learning Environments may be structured around the teacher-
centred approach prevalent in campus based teaching with access
privileges structured around the campus paradigm.

Institutions operating distance learning or e-learning programmes
may delegate some teaching responsibilities to tutors who support
learners on farge population courses, The VLE should be configured
to support this model of operation and allocate to tutors apprapriate
access to student records, assessment systems and communications
tools-

The VLE should be configured to provide effective services through the
specified access routes. Any limitations associated with web access
via modem or DSL connections shauld be clear to those responsible
for course development and presentation (via internal documentation
of systems capabilities), those with learner support responsibilities
{via their training and briefing materials) and students {via course and
programme infarmation and help desk services) .

All users should be confident that the VLE provides sufficient security
of all personal details and of all communications between student,
teacher and institution.

The course interface should provide students with information
thraugh a consistent and logical screen layout and students should
be offered the option of a “guided tour” to all functions at the start
of each course. On screen “buttons” should have accessible help
facilities at all times o provide learners with prompts and reminders
on the use of functions and services,

The VLE should offer students a standard set of study tools that allow
studertts to personalise their courses with annotations and notes to
parallel the note taking expected of them in conventionral course, The
system should indicate to students those sections previously accessed
etc

The VLE should provide for compatibility with emerging international
standards that define metadata of learning materials to provide

teachers with the opportunity to use e-learning materials from as
wide a range of sources as possible.

E Learning Materials

The design and development aspects of e-learning materials are
covered in the Course Design section of this document. This section
covers aspects relating to the delivery of materials via the VLE/LMS
system.

There are two aspects to a review of e-learning materials:

1. The user perspective:

Reviewers should endeavour to review materials from a student

perspective preferably using a student user identity.

It is recommended that reviewers undertake both a broad review

of the course materials and conduct in depth reviews of selected

sections.

Key points are:

i. Is there a clear guide to the course and the functions of the
course materials provided?

ii. _Is there a single study route presented or are options available
that may be tailored to students’ preferred learning style or

. work patterns?

iii. Are the access routes to information sources clear and are any
restrictions on access (time, equipment, location, additional
registration etc) indicated?

2. Back cffice perspective:

Reviewers should confirm that the technical aspects of the

materials comply with institutional policies on meta data and

other factors relating to rights, design and reusability.

Information Requirements

There should be a clear institutional strategy for the provision of
information to students via the virtual tearning environment.

The main issues for students are that information is accurate, up-to-
date and accessible, and for the institution the issues will relate to
ownership of the information and the authorities to post information
in the various sections of the virtual learning environment.

it is fikely that there will be various areas within the VLE that are the
responsibility of different administrative, operational and academic
divisions of the institution, students must be able to navigate hetween
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sections easily with common standards of presentation adopted
across all divisions.

For students their main focus may be the home site for the course on
which they are currently registered and log-in procedures should be
designed to ensure that they can access this site via a minimal number
of mouse clicks. The pages that they pass through en-route to their
home page may be used to provide gateways to other important
information sources and highlight any recent changes in non course-
specific matters, e.g. changes in registration procedures, possible
downtime on the system etc.

Security and confidentiality of personal information should be
conducted in accordance with national regulation and if the institution
registers students and/or employs staff in other countries it should
salisfy itself that their system complies with regulations at the point
of delivery.

Assessors should sample routes to information sources using a student
log-on ID to test systems for effectiveness and user friendliness.

Updating and Revision

The system will allow for data collection on many aspects of its
operation and the use that users make of the system. Monitaring the
patterns of use by students and staff directly supporting their study
is a source of information for improvement in pedagogical as well as
technical aspects.

Evidence of collaboration between the systems managers and
academic staff in acquisition and analysis may indicate that the
institution has well established improvement and revision processes.
VLEs in common with other software systems are subject 10 angoing
development. Institutions should evaluate carefully the features
offered by upgrade options and the benefits of enhanced performance
weighed against the direct and indirect costs of implementation.
Incremental modification of lecally developed systems may pose
chaflenges for those charged with management of the system.
Tension between academic staff, enthusiastic for change in their
teaching materials, and managers operating a formal management
process may be evident.

As students may have purchased equipment specifically to undertake
their studies they have an expectation that updates to the institution’s
systems will not render their equipment inadequate or redundant.

Course infoermation should indicate the period over which a particular
technical platform is expected to meet the institution’s requirements,

On-line assessment

The effectiveness of the on-line assessment system is a key contributor
to student learning. The design and management of the delivery
system should support the achievement of pedagogic objectives and
course assessment strategies.

Standardised management and operating procedures will provide
evidence of data protection and security of student related
information.

From a student perspective ease of use of the system and prompt
and timely delivery of results and feedback are likely to be the key
performance indicators.

Ohbviously, students will be able to track their individual perfarmance in
course assessments but it is also possible for them to be provided with
information on their performance in comparison with fellow students
or previous cohorts following the course. Presentation of information
on comparative performance should be carefully considered and its
statistical basis made clear.

Assessments that are taken and assessed electronically should provide
feedback at an appropriate time.

For example:

i. If the assessment is purely formative then feecback should be
provided immediately on completion.

ii. If it is summative then feedback should be provided as soon as
possible.

iii. If the assessment is student-specific and generated by selection
from a question bank, then immediate feedback may be
permissible.

iv. if securit& is an issue, then feedback should be provided after the
closing date for submission.

Incividual feedback may be augmented with feedback derived from

overall performance of the student population.

In contexts in which the on-line system is used as a mechanism

to transfer an assignment for human marking, it is important that

reviewers distinguish between the technical features and the human
factor aspects. The system should indicate to students the status of
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their assessment e.g., submitted, pending marking, marked, available
for return etc.

The quality of feedback and consistency of marking fall within the
human domain and quality assurancéprotocols similar to those applied
to text-based distance learning systems should be in operation.

An institution that has committed itself to an extensive e-learning
programme should demonstrate that it is investing resources in the
development of on-line assessment systems

Course teams should be supported in the development of assessments
that challenge the presumption that on-line assessment technigues
are dominated by simple muitiple choice tests. Assessors may wish to
explare with course developers the constraints placed upon them by
the assessment tcols available via the virtual learning environment.

Distribution of physical materials

It is envisaged that the majority of e-learning courses will be delivered

entirely on-line but institutions should be able to demonstrate that

they have the capability to undertake the distribution of physical

materials in certain circumstances.

It is possible to envisage three layers of operation:

1. All students supplied with physical materials

2, Student option for physical materials dependent on technical
circumsiances

3. Contingency planning for emergency provision

if a course is primarily text-based and its course materials are typicaily

a collection of PDF files then a cost benafit analysis may indicate that

distribution of the course as physical text materials is an option that

may offer benefits to students. (Student surveys may indicate that the

majority of them print out materials, and financial analysis demonstrate

that the costs to them are greater than the costs of central printing

and distribution}. An institution may have the capability to undertake

this in-house or may establish a distribution netweork in association

with a commercial organisation.

If students are studying in districts in which high bandwidth

connectivity is not available or performs erratically the distribution

of video material via disk is an option that institutions may choose

o provide,

Institutional contingency planning should provide for the distribution
of physical materials to students experiencing an emergency situation

at a critical point in their studies or unforeseen circumstances relating

- {a the institution’s networks and e-delivery systems.

Assessors notes for staff support

This section addresses issues associated with the support made
available to the institution's staff in pursuit of institutional objectives
for the development and delivery of e-learning. it is assumed the
transition from e-learning being a pioneering activity driven by
enthusiasts to a mainstream activity is driven by top down institutional
policies and objectives. In managing this transition institutional leaders
must pay attention to the support needs of their staff and ensure that
staff efforts in this field are acknowledged by adequate reward and
peer recognition.

Technical

Technical Support

The main objective of technical support and training services
is to ensure that all staff in academic, media development and
administrative departments are able to fully support the development
and delivery of e-learning developments without requiring them to be
technical experts in their own right. In this context Technical Support
is interpreted broadly as addressing strategy, planning, acquisition,
and maintenance of ICT eguipment and systems for e-learning. The
departments responsible for these functions will vary from institution

. to institution but ‘the objective must be effeciive support to the

delivery of e-learning.

Early generations of e-learning development may typlcaﬂy have been
driven by academics and others with a particular enthusiasm for the
use of ICT or software development, If an institution is to integrate
e-learning into the mainstream of its programmes, all academic and
other professional staff must be confident that they can exercise
their professional skills in the knowledge that they will be adequately
supported in the use of the software and technical systems that they
are reguired to-use. - :

The use of desktop applications packages is routine in most areas of
employment and it is reasonable to expect that those interfacing with
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e-learning systems will receive support to enable them to regard the
e-learning system as another routine computer desktop tool.

All staff invelved in the provision of technical support should have
a clear view of the importance of their role in the development and
delivery of e-learning. _

Support services should be available to staff at all sites and locations,
including study centres. In some instances delivery of services may be
dependent on external agencies but these shauld be monitored to
ensure that they are fit for purpose.

Arrangements for the support of staff working on a part time basis
in tutorial and student support roles may differ from those who are
institutionally based but given the front-line nature of their role they
require provision tailored to thair requirements.

Collaboration between technical, academic and administrative
departments in “foresight” activities conducting realistic appraisal
of the potential of new technologies and systems may coniribute to
effective long-term planning and reduce the prospects of pursuing
initiatives that may prove to be dead ends.

Assessors should satisfy themselves that technical support is
universally available and that uniform standards are applied across
the institution.

Training Support

Provision of high quality training support is essential for staff who is
required to interface with the e-learning system and its supporting
equipment.

Many institutions will have established training programmes that
ensure that staff are adequately trained in the routine use of ICT
equipment and desktop software. However, the introduction of an e-
learning system should be seen as a major change programme for the
institution and supported by an associated training programme.
Design of training programmes should be informed by a training
needs analysis that identifies training requirements by job function
and address the needs of both existing and newly recruited staff.
Departmental managers should be specifically briefed an training
and staff development implications and provided with support to
implement training programmes at departmental leval.

Training may be provided using both traditional face-to-face methods
and using on-line training materials and simulations. Adaptation of

generic training courses/materials provided by systems suppliers to
cater for the specifics of the implementation at the institution may
provide indications of institutional commitment to provision of
effective training.

A well developed system will contain elements of embedded training
via the Help functions within the system. Additional training materials
including simulations of common interactions may be available on-line
e.g. a fire walled training section of the e-learning system may permit
staff to practise data entry or interactions with dummy students.

"Help Desk staff may be empowered to direct staff to sources of

training or to recommend courses.

Additional training programmes and opportunities should be provided
whenever system changes or extensions are introduced.

In institutions that operate a mature e-learning system induction
programmes for newly recruited staff and on-line refresher provision
will characterise a well developed support syster.

Provision of training to staff working remotely from the institution
and in part time roles in tutorial and other aspects of learner support
must also be managed effectively. Training for this group of staff must
acknowledge that they require insights into the e-learning system
from a learner perspective as students may sometimes direct systems
enquiries to them.

Pedagogic

Pedagogic support

Academic staff and media professionals working with them must
become adept at working within a new pedagogical paradigm in the
development and delivery of e-learning materials.

Early entrants to the field have learned by doing but there is a growing
Sody of knowledge relating to the performance of pedagogic
techniques employed in e-learning.

An institution may chose to implement a formal programme of training
to equip staff with a basic introduction to e-learning techniques
that is mandatory before staff assume significant responsibilities for
e-learning, but in a higher education environment a more collegial
approach is likely to be adopted, particularly with respect to academic

staff.
“Lighter touch” approaches might involve a rolling programme of

147




148

Quality Assessment for E-learning a Benchmarking Approach

seminars, websites providing examples of pedagagic techniques,
developmental workshops for course development teams etc.

The institution's media professionals may be key transfer agents
in ensuring that pedagogic techniques deployed successfully are
dissemninated to teams operating in other academic areas.

Assessors will have to explore sensitive areas that will indicate the
linkage between institutional rhetoric regarding e-learning and the
reality experienced by course developers.

Pedagogic Development

Pedagogic development is one of the most important contributors to
the successful implementation of e-learning in higher education. Early
generation e-learning activities were primarily driven by enthusiasts in
the academic community, if it is to become a mainstream institutional
activity then the majority of academic staff must become willing and
effective users of the pedagogic techniques offered to them.

The majority of academic staff will not have experienced e-learning
during their cwn education and those that have undertaken formal
training in pedagogic methods may alse be novices in their application
in an e-learning context. Hence those in leadership roles must ensure
that the adoption of e-learning secures buy-in from academic staff
and Is not regarded as a top down imposition.

Pedagogic research and development should be regarded as high
status activities within the institution and internal structures for reward
and esteem may be used to emphasise institutional commitment to
the activity.

In an institution that has a strong departmental structure based
on academic disciplines there is a risk that development will be
compartmentaiised risking the establishment of local pedagogic
cultures-and multiple reinvention of techniques.

Specialist pedagogic researchers may be based in a self contained
unit charged with dissemination .of its findings via publication on
institutional networks and forums. However an alternative.is to embed
specialists in depariments across the institution. through the creation
of a virtual network involving the specialists and departmentally
based asscciates, : '

For those institutions that operate in consortium arrangements with
other institutions it is important that the experience is routed back

into the institution in order that consortial activity is not regarded
solely as an add-on 1o mainstream activity.

The course design and development process is commonly conducted
as a team activity and it is important in a higher education context
that academic staff are intimately involved in determination and
implementation of the course’s pedagogic structure. A policy gf rigid
impaosition of an instructional design schema on a course curricuium
outline is unlikely to secure academic support and commitment.
Assessors should endeavour to determine if institutional policies on

- pedagogic development are gaining acceptance amongst course

teamns and should seek examples of improvement of the application of

" pedagogic development activity in a sequence of courses developed

over, say, a three year period,

Resources

information and Media Support

It is presupposed that the institution operates effective library and
information services to support academic purposes for staff and
students and that these are adapted to the needs of e-learning
students. Additionally there is a need for information services relevant
1o the processes of e-learning.

staff involved in the development and delivery of e-learning must
have access to information that captures the institutional experience.
The Library may be charged with the responsibility of maintaining
an archive of electronic materials and associated reports on their
performance. |
The indexing and identification of e-learning materials is essential 1o
institutional learning. Reinvention of materials, teaching episodes and
software tools is commonplace in many institutions as it is difficult
or impossidle to identify if appropriate source materials have been
developed elsewhere, o
Information on student performance may be archived in admimstrat.lve
systerns but may not be sufficiently fine-grained to yield information
on particular components of a course. Hence staff should expect that
policy development and resources are allocated to ensure that data
capture and performance analysis of individual e-learning components

is feasible.
The SCORM and IMS systems aim to provide a metadata framework

149




150

Quality Assessment for E-Tearning a Benchmarking Approach

for the indexing and identification of learning objects. Institutions
shouid be able to demonstrate that they are implementing these or
similar systems and most impartantly have mechanisms in place to
provide their staff with access to indexed and searchable libraries of
its own materials and subsequently materials from other sources.

Administrative Support

E-learning systerns may be designed to provide an effective interface
for conduct of business with students, The design of internal interfaces
for staff is also important as staff interactions with the system will
impact on staff workloads and clumsy interfaces will influence
their attitudes towards the development and delivery of e-learning
programmes.

The introduction of a new system may change well established
patterns of working and formalise interactions between groups of
staff that previously operated an an accepted custom and practice
basis. The formalised procedures may be regarded as an increase
in workload and have a negative impact on attitudes towards the
system.

Significant changes in operations e.g. the introduction of devolved
teaching involving tutors/mentors, may create a tier of activity that is
new to some departments. The institution should model the workload
impfications of new modes of operation and develop appropriate
staffing plans.

The e-learning cycle of activity may differ from that for conventional
courses and the use of a centralised administrative system may allow
for extensive collection of data. Administrative reporting schedules
should be designed to match the pattern of teaching of e-learning
programmes. Reports should be recognised by staff as adding value
to the development and delivery of programmes.

Tutors/mentors working on a part-time basis should be provided
with adequate administrative support. High administrative loads will
detract from the commitment of this group of staff, Support may best
be provided through effective design and operation of systems rather
than provision of direct staff support.

Ifthe institution operates a network of study centres the administration
associated with scheduling and the physical resources of the centre
should be valued by students and staff associated with the centre,

-

Career Development

Staff motivation is important to the effective development of e-
learning programmes.

The very nature of the development and delivery processes means
that direct contact and interaction with students is less than waould
be the case in face to face teaching institutians, reducing the positive
human feedback that is a powerful motivator for many involved in
higher education. Thus the institutional leadership shoutd ensure that
other motivational neads are satisfied for e-tearning developers, peer
esteern and finance may feature as other key motivators.
Introduction of e-learning may require differing working patterns and
produce different outputs to those that have been used as markers
for existing career progression patterns. Hence institutions should pay
considerable attention to the impact of new methods on its career
review and progression procedures, An institutional initiative to
change teaching methods will not be well supported if staff are not
appropriately rewarded for adopting new practices.

Assessors notes for student support

This section covers the components of the support services that are
provided for students. The support models will vary with institutional
context. The support package will inevitably involve services from
many divisions of the institution which the student will access on-line.
Hence clarity of information on the services available and navigation
to the sources of support is a key factor for assessors to explore using
student ID.

Student support systems should be efficiently managed. Assessors
should expect to include service standards and operational records
indicating the student traffic to service sources.

Technical

Effective operation of the institution's on-line learning environment is
the key component of technical support that impacts on students. It is
to be expected that the service will be professionally managed.

Students should be provided with access to assistance via a technical
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help-desk service that is capable of addressing technical aspecis of
use of the system and of course specific software.

Online System Availability

It is to be expected that the responsibility for the management of the
institution’s on-line systems will be the responsibility of iT professionals
who will operate the system to the standards commeonly encountered
in the commercial customer service sector. Comprehensive
documentation of operational procedures should be evident, loghooks
and other routine record keeping should demonstrate whether the
standards set are being achieved.

Technical and Helpdesk support

The provision of technical and helpdesk support should also be
managed by IT professionals but there is a possibility of variation in
sarvice availability. Whilst maintaining 24X7 availability of the system
may be a realistic goal, provision of equivalent coverage of technical
and helpdesk support is more challenging. The support service is
operated for the benefit of students hence its provision should
broadly follow the patterns of student use as indicated by system
records, Thus, in an institution serving the needs of part time students
peaks of helpdesk traffic may occur in mid evening rather than during
the standard working day. Staffing of help desk and other support
functions should reflect this pattern

The provision of well designed student manuals and FAQ lists will
reduce the need for human inputs in the support system.

Institutions should define the scope of the services offered and not
undertake to support aspects that are most appropriately provided
by the suppliers of commercial software or equipment that students
may be using.

The service may operate on a tiered basis with staff trained to make
judgements on when to escalate complex enguiries to ancther
department. Tracking responses to enquiries routed out in this way
may be a contentious issue for those invelved in the helpdesk function
and for enquirers.

Pedagogic Support

E-learning requires learners to deploy learning skills that they might

not have encountered previously. The institution may undertake
to provide support in learning skills development that acts as a
preparation for, or supplement to, the learner support integrated
within courses.

Responsibility for provision of these services may be held by a specialist
support unit but assessors should satisfy themselves that the outputs
of such a unit are well integrated with the teaching activities of core
academic departments.

Learner Needs Analysis

The design and provision of learner support services should be
underpinned by analysis of the demands of the course and likely prior
experience of the student population.

Tracking developments in educational provision at feeder levels

" will assist with assessing preparedness of those following a

conventional progression of study, e.g. school to undergraduate
study, undergraduate to post graduate; but pregrammes recruiting
non conventional students may require institutions to monitor the
devefopment and relevance of workplace skills to on-line study.

Information literacy, the skills for collaborative working on-line and
contribution to on-line communities are key skills over and above the
prerequisites for on-campus study that institutions should include in
their analysis and plan to provide in their support mechanisms.

Pedagogic Guidance

Analysis of the previous experience of the potential student market
and their- likely needs for preparation for and support during e-
learning courses and programmes provides the foundation for the
development of a guidance materials and services. Examination of the
institution’s recruitment materials will indicate whether students have
been presented with a realistic picture of what is involved in pursuing
its e~learning programmes.

Though there may be variation in learner needs from subject to
subject there is likely to be a core of common skills development that
is required to support learners’ transition from conventional to e-
learning techniques that is best provided at instituticnal level,

The responsibility for the development of support materials and
services may be allocated on a departmental basis or to working
groups that draw on inputs from a range of departmental expertise
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e.g. the Library may have responsibility for information literacy etc.
Support materials may be provided as an integral part of course
development or provided for access as and when needed via an e-
learning skills partal.

The person and job specifications for appointments to student support
roles will provide information on the emphasis that the institution
places on provision of pedagogic support to learners.

Staff development programmes for academic and other learner
support staff may provide evidence of the emphasis that the institution
places on supporting learner acquisition of e-learning skills.
Assessors should satisfy themselves that the institution’s provision of
pedagogic support to students is appropriate to requirements and
draws on a bread base of expertise across the institution.

Resources

E-learners may be expected to rely heavily on the use of on-line
resources and the provision of effective library and other information
services. Investment in these services may enable institutions to
minimise their expenditure on other support services.

Library and information sources

An institution’s e-learning and on-line studenis shouid have access
to the same electronic resources that are available to on campus
students. Institutional policies on journal and database subscriptions
may specifically identify the requirements for access by the institution’s
students from locations remote from the campus netwark.
Comprehensive accéss by on-line students may not be attainable in
the short term but it is essential that alf sources relevant to the area
of study of a particular course are accessible to its online students.
Negotiation of access rights to the libraries of institutions working in
consortium arrangements may pose difficulties if subscriptions have
been initially purchased on a “students and staff of the institution
only” basis.

Planning for library resource provision is a component of course
design requiring close collaboration between academic and library
staff as on-line availability of a specific resource may have significant
impact on course structure.

Course information should indicate the resources available to students,

the routes through which they can be accessed and any necessary
passwords should be communicated to students securely.

On-line “guided tours” may be provided as an introduction to library
resources. This may be included in a range of services relating to on-
line study skills that may be provided on an institution wide basis
by the library. A guide to other resources that may be available to
students through national and local fibrary services, services offered
by professional bodies will make an important contribution to the
development of information literacy.

Reviewers may wish to assess the quality of these materials by “test

" driving” them using student id from a location and connection route
~ typical for the student population.

On-line students will study at times other than conventional office
hours, arrangements for help desk and other advisory services should

- take account of flexible working study patterns. Full 24x7 service in

respect of personal advice is an unrealistic expectation but equally
9 to 5 during the working week is too restricted, reviewers should
satisfy themselves that the institution is taking due account of student
needs in its design of support services.

Learner Communities

Creation of a sense of academic community amongst on-line students
is intended to fulfil a number of functions with academic and social
dimensions.

Reduction of the isolation often associated with traditional modes of
distance education is the prime driver for providing community space
within an on-line learning system. Tools for online contact enable
students to share learning related concerns and problems with their
peefs going someway to replicate the mutual support mechanisms
available to campus based students.

The open and recordable nature of on-line communication frequently
raises concerns over the boundary between mutual assistance and
plagiarism but arguably the nature of on-line communication simply
raises awareness of practices that are integral to campus life. The
institution should provide guidelines on appropriate behaviour in
respect of informal collaboration during study and apply an etiquette
code to apply to the social aspects of on-line exchanges.

On-ine discussion activity groups may be divided between those to
which students are allocated for some course-specific purpose and
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those whose participants are voluntary members of the community.
Though informal contact and collaboration between students during
a course may be desirable, participation should not be compulsory,
The institution should have a cade of practice compliant with relevant
data protection and privacy legislation relating to the refease of course
participant lists, e-mail addresses etc . Whether by an opt-in or opt-
out mechanism, students should be able to remain outside any non
compulsory on-line communication environment.

Institutions should monitor and sturvey the effectiveness of on-line
community groups to inform future policy.

Group size is a keyissue. In every group there will be active participants,
non active participants, lurkers, and non participants. If students are
allocated to tutor groups of, say, 20 the group will coalesce as a
community for the activities required of them as integral and required
course activities. However, a group of this size may not be large enough
to contain a core of sufficiently committed participants to form a self

sustaining group for optional activities, hence an informal community.

may require a larger population base, constituted on a regional or
course wide basis. Examples of good practice in greup farmation and
management should be disseminated across the institution. -
Whareas the use of bulletin boards and threaded conferences is
well established, the use of Blogs, Wikis etc are emergent areas.
Experimental activities, whether initiated by academic staff or
students are subject to risk. It must be recognised that student
involvernent in such activity is key to ensuring effective exploitation
of novel techniques. Siudent interests should be paramount so the
institution should have policies regarding student participation in
courses using experimental and novel technigues. They should be
protected from adverse effects of unsuccessful experimental activity
on their performance on the course. Evaluation of experimental
work, dissemination of results should be evident and should lead to
development of policy relating to future use

The institution may choose to allocate responsibility to its student
association for the organisation of on-line interest groups or societies.
These should be subject to the same codes of behaviour as those
areas directly managed by the institution,

Institutions may have a code of practice relating to delegation
of responsibility for the mediation of on on-line discussion and
conference areas. All those exercising these responsibilities should

have briefing materials and training in exercising their responsibilities,
and a well managed institution will provide back-up support available
for consultation on the resclution of contentious issues.

Systern Managers will retain the authority to intervene in any
identifiable breach of codes of behaviour.

There has been considerable development of expertise in the
development and management of on-line communities based on
asynchronous and synchronous use of text-hased conferencing.
The archiving of discussion strands in asynchronous text-based
conferencing provides value to non participating individuals. The
growth of an-line voice and video communication shifts the balance
from text-based dialogue to voice based that is more difficult to

‘archive. There may be greater value to those actively participating,

less to the broader community,
Assessors should anticipate lively debate over the issues arising in this
topic area.

E-tearning skiils
E-learning continues to be a new experience for the majority of

. stuﬁdents and reguires learning skills that differ from those developed

in conventional study. Given the varying interpretations of what
constitutes e-learning it is important that potential students are
adequately equipped with the skills necessary for successful study of
the particular course or programme.

General purpose skills in the use of applications packages may be
defined and described against vocationally related qualifications such
as the European Computer Driving Licence and possession of such
a qualification might be a recommended/essentiat prerequisite for
reqistration.

A strategy of progressive development of skills within a course or
programme may be implemented but options should be available for
students to assess their preparedness for study,

The institution or departmeni may offer a set of "taster exercises”
to prospective students that will provide illustration of the study
techniques required. An interpretative commentary on the course
extracts will provide further explanation to prospective students and
may provide direction to further preparatory materials,

It has been suggested that responsibility for the provision and
management of a suite of preparatory skills development materials
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should lie with the Library (in conjunction with a specialist pedagogic
department?). Materials should draw on expertise gained throughout
the institution and be subject to regular updating as institutional
feedback and research develop.

“Tutors have a major role to play in the development of e-learning skills

via their feedback on assessment work and direct response to student
enquiry, they should have available to them support materials for use
with students.

Study Centres

Institutions may regard their Study Centres as outposts of the
institution that serve multiple purposes, e.g. regional recruitment
and administration centre, local library, teaching centre, assessment
centre, etc.

Attendance at study centres may place constraints of time and
place on study that is counter to the objective of flexibility inherent
in e-learning. Institutions shouid be able to demonstrate that policy
regarding study centre provision has been reviewed generally or
specifically in relation to the introduction of e-learning courses,

If access to equipment facilities for e-learning is an intended role
for study centres then assessors should assure themselves that every
effort has been made to ensure that study centre opening hours
coincide with those when students are most likely 1o be free to study.
Negotiation of access rights at other institutions or reduced rates
for accessing facilities of commerdial cyber centres would provide
evidence of an institution's commitment to securing flexible access
for its students.

It is possible that due to licensing restrictions or security concerns
certain resources may be available to students only over intranet
connections. In these circumstances students may be required to
make use of both their own homeAwvork based facilities and those of
the study centre network.

Specialised equipment or software may be available at the centre,
pooking systemns should be in place to ensure that students are able
to gain access to these facilities at a time that suits them.

Study centres may have a role as locations for tutorials and discussion
groups using video conferencing facilities. Reviewers should satisfy
themselves that there is adequate support to users in the set up of
equipment and in user management of the event,

Assessors should recognise that the staff employed at study centres
may well be regarded by students and other local stake holders as
the public face of the university. As staff in customer support roles
in other areas of business they may be expected to have difficulties
occurring in almost any aspect of the institution’s operations presented
to them.

If there is a pre existing study centre network that has been managing
face to face outreach activity or the tutorial aspects of an earlier
form of distance learning, study centre staff may feel overloaded or
even threatened by the introduction of new services for e-learning
students.

It is reasonable to expect that staff employed at study centres in
a student liaison role are adequately briefed on the institution's e-
learning policies and courses and are confident in providing advice
to potential students on the implications of e-learning. If "taster
materials” are available at study centres then staff should be briefed in
their function and use and be able to assist potential students in their
use. An enthusiastic assessor might undertake a “mystery shopper”
exercise to check performance in this area,

Clgar information should be aveflable to students regarding the
facilities available throughout the study centre network, the conditions
{of their use and, as far as possible, information on the type of staff
in attendance and their hours of attendance. Students should be
free to use the technical facilities in any study centre and express a
preference on allocation to a particular centre for atlendance at face
to face events.

Review of study centre base activity should ideally involve visits to ane
or more centres to review facilities and meet with staff and students.

Staff Resources

The nature of higher education and the breadth of responsibility
that institutions carry for the educational and personal development
of their students require significant human intervention even in
programmes that are delivered predominantly through e-learning
methodoelogies. The following interactions are representative of those
that may be encountered

¢ student — tutor { tuter group leader)

* student - teacher {course author)

159




160

¢

Quality Assessment for E-learning a Benchmarking Approach

* student — professional expert

¢ student — study skills advisor

* student - careers advisor

s student - administrative advisor.

Student handbooks, physical or on-line, will provide inforrmation on
circumstances, access routes, service specification and availability by
which students can gain access to diract contact with those tasked
with fulfilling advisory functions.

Services may be provided on a tiered basis, e.g. a telephone or e-mail
help service designed to respond to routine matters and to conduct
a triage service on more complex problems, routing students to more
specialist and personalised advice by appointment. Such structures
allow institutions to balance the benefits of wide availability with the
need to make effective use of the time of highly specialised advisors.
It is envisaged that the most frequently encountered interaction will
be "tutorial” in nature, i.e. provision of advice directly related to
the content and study of the course. There is an inherent tension
between the desirability of having this support provided by a single
identifiable individual and the need for rapid availability of advice.
Reviewers should explore institutions’ solutions to this issue.

There should be clear mechanisms for the allocation of students
to groups for particular purposes and to establish the necessary
communications links, e.g, allocation to tutor groups is undertaken
by the institution, tutors have the autharity to allocate students to
task groups to undertake group working activities etc.

Student discussion sites may provide indications of student satisfaction
with the effectiveness of service provision.

Advisory services should be operated to en adequately resourced
plan and scalable to meet institutional objectives for the growth of
e-learning programmes. Planning should be based wherever possible
an experience of student demand for services and should model
differing patterns of demand at differing stages in students” careers

Resource Planning

The design and provision of learner support services should be
underpinned by analysis of the demands of the course and likely prior
experience of the student population.

Tracking developments in educational provision at feeder levels will

assist with assessing preparedness of those following a conventional
progression of study, e.g. school to undergraduate study,
undergraduate to post graduate, etc; but programmes recruiting
non conventional students may require institutions to monitor the
development and relevance of workplace skills to on-line study.

Information literacy, the skills for collaborative working on-line and
contribution to on-line cornmunities are key skills over and above the
prerequisites for on campus study that institutions should include in
their analysis and plan to provide in their support mechanisms.

‘Definition of Support Roles

The scope and function of all the student suppart rofes should be clearly
specified through job and person specifications, newly recruited staff
should undertake an induction and training programme to prepare
them for their roles. Training materials may be accessible on-line and
hence available as a reference resource that staff can consult at any
time.

For those invalved in teaching specific courses the generic aspects
of the role should be further elaborated with specific information
relevant to the pedagogic design of the course, its contents and its
relationship with ather courses in the programme in arder that tutors
etc fully appreciate the students’ study context.

Those in support roles should be provided with access to information
necessary for them to fulfil the roles expected of them, e.g. course
tutors should be able to look up some aspects of a student’s personal
records. Students should be aware of this possibility and may be
required to grant permission for this to occur.

Administrative Support

Students require suppart on administrative aspects of their study,
matters of course registration, credit transfer, award status etc.

The administrative system should be designed to be pro-active with
respect to routine administrative suppart, and remindars on upcoming
deadlines for registration, submission of assignments, etc should be
posted routinely on a student’s home page or other entry point to
the VLE system. A well designed system might have a second trigger
point of sending administrative messages o a default e-mail address
should a student not have responded to postings via the VLE system,
From an e-learner's perspective administrative support should operate

k)
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to broadly similar principles of avaifability as their academic support.
[t is to be expected that students will be able to look up on-line their
data on course progress, registration on future courses, courses
available to them etc. If this is consistently provided, their need to
access human contact may be restricted to dealing with exceptions.

If for example a student consults histher record and has a query
regarding their credit status as recorded on the on-line data base,
Stage 1 may be to submit an e-mail query. At Stage 2 a next day e-
mail response would confirm the record te be correct or acknowledge
the error and its correction. The e-mail would offer further sources
of advice via e-mail or phone contact with a specific department or
named advisor as Stage 3 in the enquiry process. The initial query
and response would be available to whaever picks up the next stage

* of the enquiry. Stage 4 would result in the enquiry becoming a case

handled by a specific member of staff.

The processes and progress between stages should be clearly specified ‘

and assessors may wish fo follow a specific case to confirm that stages
are followed through to conclusion,
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