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1 Introduction

This report looks at the impact that national services and programmes have had on teaching and learning, and in particular the factors that have led to nationally provided services having a greater or lesser impact on teaching and learning. 

The report is a small piece of work, covering three days work in all.  As such, it has had to make use of readily available information and it has not been possible to contact the services individually.  However, some reviews of services were requested from the JISC, but these have not been forthcoming on the grounds that they had not been published.

The report takes JISC funded services and programmes as a starting point it will look beyond them, at some of the other funded services which exist, including the LTSN and Ferl, as well as the Use of MANs Initiative and the ScotCIT Initiatives in Scotland.  A study of this size cannot aim to be complete, so examples have been chosen to exemplify some of the key points.

It is worth defining what is meant by a service in this context, as there are many definitions from an entity which is explicitly funded as a service, through to an entity which has a service level agreement (or similar)  to any entity which provides some sort of service to somebody.  Here we will define a service as an organisation which has funding (or the expectation of funding) for a significant duration (say at least three years) to provide some useful function for the further or higher education community.  The funding could come from a funding council (including JISC), by subscription or as pay-per-use.  This definition is deliberately designed to exclude development projects, but would include nascent services which may be funded as projects (such as CETIS or TechLearn).

There are a myriad of services which offer some form of service in the area of learning technology, some address a particular technology, others are focused on disciplines and others concentrate on staff development.  Some of these services are national, others are regional (Scotland, England, Wales, Northern Ireland or some group of those).  Some of the services are well established and have been around for years, others are new.  Some are part of other organisations (most of the JISC services are embedded within universities or colleges) while some are independent. 

There are many approaches that could be taken to looking at the services and their impact on teaching and learning, here we will divide them into three overlapping groups:

· technology related services - These are services that relate to the use of a particular type of technology and would include JANET Video Technology Advisory Service (VTAS), TechLearn and TASI.
· content related services - These include the JISC data services such as Resource Discovery Network, JSTOR and UK Census data.
· staff development related service - these are services which are designed to provide information or services which are primarily related to staff development.  They include Netskills, Ferl Practitioners Programme and JISC Regional Support Centres (RSC).

The advantage of this approach is that the different types of national services relate to teaching and learning in different ways, and this division makes understanding their impact easier.

Before looking in detail at these services it is worth considering some of the generic factors which have influenced the impact that services have had, and then we can consider how to make the most effective use of these in developing national services.

It is worth noting that many reports which have looked at the impact of services on teaching and learning have noted the difficulty of identifying the impact that the services have had, especially national services.  This is in part because there is nothing to compare them with and in part because it is almost impossible to tease out the impact that the service has had from developments that would have occurred in teaching and learning without the presence of the service.  See for instance HEFCE 1998 and HEFCE 1999.

2 Generic factors influencing impact of services

There have been a considerable number of national services in support of learning and teaching over the years.  Here we need to look at some of the factors that have had an influence on the impact of the services.  

There are three sets of factors that are important to the degree that a national service has an impact on teaching and learning.  Firstly there are the internal factors relating to the service itself - what it offers, how it offers those services, its size and so on. Secondly there environmental factors such as national policies, funding and how well known the service is and thirdly there are institutional factors such as the institutional capacity to use the service that is offered, staff development requirements and so forth.  

A successful service can be shown to be one which addresses all these factors, and therefore we will describe each of these in a little more detail.

2.1 Internal factors

By internal factors it is meant those factors over which the service has direct control, and thus these are the ones over which any service has the greatest freedom of action, although in many cases they will be highly constrained by the nature of the funding and the contract or service level agreement that they have with the funding body.

2.1.1 What the service does

Clearly this is one of the most important factors in the success of any service. It must offer a service that is needed by the community.  While this may seem obvious, in fact many of the services have been created on the assumption that the demand is there without this having been investigated before initiating the service.  One can look in vain for the user requirements analysis that was undertaken prior to the creation of most of the services.  User requirements analyses are not available for the majority of JISC services, however this does not just apply to JISC, very few of the nationally funded services from TLTP and CTI through to University for Industry and the UK e-University started with a user requirements analysis, but seem to have started from the belief that there was a need to be doing something in the area.  Clearly there is some need for this approach in very new fields as users may not be aware of what is possible, and therefore not have articulated their needs in a way which the services might address. Indeed, in some cases it has been stated that there is no identified need at the inception of the service, because the target audience (the market) does not recognise what the service is able to offer.

In some cases user requirements analyses have been undertaken, though the analysis has not always been undertaken in a systematic way, and very rarely in a quantitative or scientific way.  In part this is because many of the services started life as projects to investigate what was possible rather than as services to meet a given need.

Indeed JISC, in particular, has often provided technology (or data) driven services (technology push) rather than first identifying a need (user pull).  This has even been the case in some instances of "filling gaps" with data services, where an audience has been identified (typically a subject or discipline area) and then services which might be of use to them have been identified.

In other cases there have been projects which have been transformed into services without a user requirements analysis being undertaken as part of the review.  An example of this would be the transfer from DISinHE to TechDis following  a review of the service, but not of the user needs.  It is perhaps particularly important to undertake such an analysis when moving from a project to a service as the roles of projects are different from those of services and there is a danger of carrying forward the ideas that were being explored in the project rather than the service needs of the user.

One example of a service that clearly started with a fundamental user requirements analysis is Connect, the Learning and teaching Portal, this used the analysis undertaken by Beetham (Beetham 2001), who found over 40 user requirements.  However, even here it is not possible to determine which of the requirements are the most important so that the developing service has had to make intelligent guesses about this.  A further problem is the considerable gap between undertaking the user requirements analysis and delivering the service.  With delays in defining the service, securing funding, putting contracts out to tender and assessing the tenders before any development could take place it has taken nearly three years from the publication of the user requirements to the service going live. In this time the environment and the technology has moved on considerably so that there must be questions over the validity of the user requirements.  There is a need to reduce the period between undertaking the user needs analysis and creating the service.  This might be approached by doing the analysis in stages, with a first cut prior to placing a call for bids, and getting the project to undertake a full user requirements analysis early in the project.

Related to this, it has been suggested that several of the services are not clear about their purpose, and that if they are not then how can users be. Several people have mentioned JISCInfonet as an example of service which does not have a clear goal.

2.1.2 Clarity of purpose

Some of the services do not seem to be clear about the rationale for their existence (JISC Infonet was cited at the e-learning experts working group as an example of this) and it was suggested that this makes it impossible for their users to understand what their function is.  All services need to be able to communicate simply and clearly to their potential users what their purpose is.

JISC Infonet states on their website: "...JISC infoNet has resources that can help you improve the support for, and quality of, learning and teaching in your institution. ... Our core resources are a series of infoKits covering key topics relating to planning and implementing information systems."  Are they about teaching and learning or about implementing information systems?  And most of the infokits are concerned either with project management (Project Management, Process Review, System Selection and Contract Negotiation) or about creating systems (Records Management and Creating a Managed Learning Environment).

Another example is many of the RSCs.  My local one (North West) states " At the time [of creation in 2000] we provided a number of services to assist with embedding the use of Information and Learning Technologies (ILT) within the 63 FEFC funded Colleges in the Northwest region, concentrating mainly on assisting with their connection to the Joint Academic NETwork (JANET).  Since this time, the RSC has gone from strength to strength supporting Senior Management; ILT Champions and lecturers; Learning Resources and Technical Colleagues within the Northwest FE and Sixth Form Colleges. In 2003, the RSCs expanded to support specialist colleges funded by the LSCs. We welcomed Arden College, our first supported specialist college early in the year with six other colleges joining them towards the end of the year."  So what does it do?  The South West RSC does not appear to tell users what it does at all!

2.1.3 How the service is offered

Different services work through different channels to address their target audiences. While all the services have some sort of a web site (it may be part of some other web site), there are a wide variety of other ways in which services engage with their communities.

The following discussion does not attempt to be complete, but looks at many of the channels that are used.

· Newsletters.  A very large number of the services have printed newsletters which they send out to subscribers on a regular or occasional basis.  In some cases this is seen as building a community - for instance with membership organisations, while with others it is seen as a form of marketing.  The content is mostly relatively light-weight and chatty rather than in-depth.  They are usually available in electronic form (typically either HTML or pdf) on the web.

· JISCmail (or similar) announcement lists.  These are essentially electronic newsletter.  They are becoming more common as they are very cheap to run, with no printing or postage costs and can be used to keep the community informed.  Other services (such as LTSN English) use their own message board software as an alternative.  The advantage of the latter is that it may have more facilities, the advantage of the former is both familiarity and they can be found both through JISCmail and the service itself.

· JISCmail discussion lists.  Some services have lists where members can discuss issued, examples of this would include the SIG lists run by CETIS, and is one of the main ways that discussion is supported within the sigs

· User groups.  Some of the services have user groups (Janet National User Group for instance) which are designed to enable users to engage in discussions  with the service provider usually with the aim of enhancing the service.  Sometimes these are set up in response to a poor perception of the service.

· Training sessions.  Many of the services have training as part of their remit.  This is often met in part by putting training material on the web, but many services run training courses either in how to use the service (this would include some of the datasets - especially the more complex ones) and of course services like Netskills whose role is to provide training in the use of the internet.

· Journals.  A few services have their own, or manage, a journal which is then used as a place of record and to raise their profile.  Most of the membership organisations have their own journal, and a few others, such as LTSN Economics which publishes the International Review of Economics Education.

· Electronic resources.  This is the rationale for a great many of the JISC services, which are providing access to datasets; however many of the other services also provide access to their own or other resources.  Of the 24 JISC services listed in the Connect Organisations database 14 claim to be working with electronic resources (see the Appendix).

· Presentations.  Most, if not all, the services make presentations about their work at conferences and workshops either as marketing exercises or train people in their use.

· Conferences.  Some of the services (including for instance the LTSN subject centres) believe that they have a sufficient community to make organising a conference worthwhile.

2.1.4 Who the audience for the service is

The most successful services have, on the whole, quite tightly defined groups of users that they are working with.  This may be subject based (as in the case of many of the data services) or a community of practice (learning technologists, staff developers). This gives them a number of advantages over the services that are addressing a wider audience.

Firstly, they can speak in the language of the user base.  This can be very important in getting engagement and the sense of belonging that successful services achieve. Whereas, those that work with a variety of different groups often find that their language is too technical for part of the audience and too high-level for other parts.

Secondly, Where a service is working with one community it is much easier for that community to feel a sense of ownership of (or at least belonging to) the service.

Thirdly, (and purely anecdotally) it has been suggested that services which work with a well defined audience often find it easier to work with other services as there is less fear of poaching.

Fourthly, it can be easier for the service to demonstrate that it is being effective.  A service with a very wide audience will inevitably not be able to serve all that audience equally well. An example of this failure would be TechLearn, where the reviewers commented that "The survey of institutions also showed that only about 55% had an awareness of TechLearn, and that it had influenced only about 28% in any way."

Also noting that TechLearn was attempting to reach:

· Senior managers who need strategic information 

· Service heads who require more detailed information

· Practitioners.

2.1.5 Support and training

Several arguments have been presented around the issue of support and training and the use of services.  There are many who say that the services must be simple enough and robust enough to be used without the need for any training of the staff who will be using it in their teaching (and possibly of the students who will be using it in their learning as well).  On the other hand, there are many who argue that the services will not be used unless their is good training for staff in how they can make use of the services either to develop their own skills in teaching or in how to use the services in their teaching.

The former has considerable implications for the design of the services.  They would need to be conceptually simple enough that users can immediately grasp what they are offering and how to make use of them.  While this may be possible for some services there are others for which it is unlikely to be possible (such as some of the more complex datasets).  The provision of training also raises a number of questions around its funding and delivery.  Training is expensive both to provide and to receive (at least in terms of time).

2.2 Environmental factors

Environmental factors play a key role in shaping services, although rarely do services have a significant role in defining the environmental factors.  Some services are set up in response to environmental factors (Action on Access, for instance, was set up to support HEFCE policies on widening participation).  The three most important environmental factors affecting services are national policies (including those from the funding councils and legislation), the level of funding that the service enjoys and collaborative / competitive environment vis à vis related services.

2.2.1 National policies

Exploiting national policies is one of the keys to achieving a successful service.  If one considers some of the most successful services they are ones which are addressing environmental pressures that institutions are concerned about.  A good example of this is TechDis which (together with its forerunner DISinHE) are providing a service which institutions need due to legislative changes, in particular the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Act (SENDA).

Where there is a strong regulatory pressure such as SENDA, Data Protection, Freedom of Information or IPR, institutions look for help and the service has the double advantage of institutions coming to it in their need and of having a powerful lever to effect change.  In the case of SENDA this is particularly magnified by the suggestion that there some disability bodies who are keen to prosecute a university or college which fails to meet SENDA requirements, and clearly, no institution wants to be the one to suffer this.

However, it is not always the case that a legal requirement leads to quite that level of support.  For instance, the JISC Legal Information Service which also addresses legislative issues such as data protection and freedom of information is not used in the same way.  It seems likely that this is in part because it always firmly states that "JISC Legal does not give legal advice" at the top of almost everything that it writes.  In this case it is also likely that institutions are getting information from their professional legal advisers too.

Another critical environmental factor is funding that institutions receive, and the obligations that comes with that funding.  It is a commonplace in education, as elsewhere, that we tailor our work to the requirements of the funders (he who pays the piper calls the tune), so that services whose work is closely tied to the funding council initiatives (such as Action on Access) again have advantages in getting their message into universities.

2.2.2 Collaboration / competition

Services often find themselves in strange positions in relation to other similar services.  At times they are expected to collaborate with each other in the delivery of services to users, while at others they are expected to compete against one another to secure funds.  An obvious example of this is Mimas and Edina.  At times both of these services have been expected to bid against each other for funding, while when it comes to actually delivering the service they are expected to (and do) work very closely together (at times this has led to lack of competition in the bidding where they have worked together to submit a single bid to JISC for a particular service).  There can be a danger that services see the need to "own" their community in order to gain competitive advantage, and there are frequently incidents of turf wars.  

This can also mean that services may be reluctant to work with existing communities of practice as it is then very hard for them to demonstrate that they (rather than someone else) is delivering the benefit to the community.  This can be seen, for instance, in the plethora of JISCmail lists that cover individual services rather (or as well as)  the lists which address communities of practice.

This does not mean that there is not an enormous amount of collaborative work between services to best meet the needs of the community, and it worth listing just a few from the hundreds that could be mentioned.

· Joint ownership between CETIS and TechDis of the special interest group for standards for accessibility (CETIS-TechDis Accessibility SIG)

· Joint funding of several services including the Data Archive (JISC / EPSRC), Connect (JISC / LTSN) and the AHDS (AHRB / JISC)

On the ground it is common to see that staff from several services are contributing to some common development.

2.2.3 Funding

Funding determines the size and scope of any service, and may vary in size from a few hundreds of thousands of pounds to several million pounds. Clearly this has a massive impact on the level of service that can be offered.  Although, there does not seem to be a direct correlation between the size of the service and the impact that it has.  However, as JISC does not publish the level of funding provided to each service this can be difficult to judge.

There are also several different models of funding.  Within the education community four are common:

· Grant funded (often referred to as top-sliced money).  This can cause resentment, in that there are those who claim it would be better if the money was dispersed to the universities and colleges.  However, it has the advantage of being cheap to administer and where a common good can be shown (as with Janet for instance) can be very effective.
· Institutional subscription.  This is a common model for a wide variety of services including many of the datasets and a range of organisations like the Association of Colleges (AoC), Universities UK (UUK) and Universities and Colleges Information Systems Association.
· Individual subscription.  This mostly applies to professional associations such as ILTHE, The Association of Learning Technology (ALT) and the British Computer Society.
· Pay-as-you go or pay-per-use.  This is used by some data services, and may be charged to the individual or the institution.
Many organisations combine these models, with for instance some grant funding plus institutional subscriptions or combining individual and institutional membership.

One would expect that membership organisations (which receive some, or all, of their funding from individual members) would create a strong sense of ownership amongst their members.  However, in several cases this seems not to be true, with the service seeming remote and having little to with its members (as an example I often wonder why I remain a member of the British Computing Society).

2.2.4 Overlap between services

There is considerable overlap between the services that are offered to users by different organisations and this does provide users with one of the major problems that they have with national services.  For instance, managed learning environments are addressed by at least five JISC services in different ways as well as by Ferl and the NLN.

· the JISC Legal Information Service provides information on data protection, freedom of information and disability,

· TechDis provides information on disability including in the use of MLEs and this overlaps with the information that provided by the JISC Legal Information Service,

· CETIS provides information on technical standards which are key to the creation of MLEs, but through the accessibility Sig overlaps with TechDis,

· JISCInfoNet also has information on MLEs and this overlaps with all the others,

· The JISC Regional Support Centres (RSC) provide information for FE including on MLEs, in part by mediating access to the other services.

Unfortunately this situation is repeated in a many areas.  In almost any area there is a multiplicity of organisations which can only offer a partial solution to the user's problem, and the user is left to explore these for themselves.  The JISC RSCs do a partial job in this area, but none of them seem to cover the full range of activities (even JISC activities), and many do not organise their information in categories that users will find immediately helpful (for instance several list all JISC content services together).  It also seems unnecessary that this part of their provision should be done regionally, when it might be more appropriate to create this information on a national basis.  One could take this further and suggest that the online parts of the service could largely be produces nationally, with the ability to customise to local needs (for instance regional workshops, initiatives from RDAs or funding councils etc).

Connect, the learning and teaching portal funded by JISC and the Higher Education, could be in a central position to provide a service providing users access to services according to the function provided.  A good starting point would be to create a matrix of activity versus provider which would highlight the overlaps and gaps in provision.  The start of such a table is included at the Appendix, which is based on the information that services themselves have provided to Connect.  This is discussed more fully below in Section 4. Specific Activity.

2.2.5 Performativity

Performativity means performing against targets rather than the true objectives of the service.  Performativity is a well known problem and has been widely written about in a number of contexts such as the way that some schools exclude pupils who will perform badly at SATs to improve their score, or hospitals treating cases which have been on the waiting list the longest rather than in order of medical need in order to meet their targets.

Performativity arises because we measure what we can rather than what we need to be able to, and service level agreements to mean much have to have targets which are measurable.  Thus, we can measure the number of people that log on to a site or service but not the impact that it has on what they do.  Targets then tend to get set in terms of what is measurable.  The service will then conform to those targets rather than what it actually needs to deliver.

In particular, it is very hard to measure the impact that any service has had because of all the other factors in the environment that will have had an influence.  One particular factor that is discussed next is the need for services to be seen to be delivering, which means that each service develops its own identity which it then pushes.

2.2.6 Need for recognition

Many service providers (especially the data services such as AHDS and Edina) have been working hard for years to be recognised within higher and further education institutions, and have developed strong identities to this end.  However this causes two problems for users.  They need to know which service provider is providing the service that they want and it makes it harder for the user to integrate services in the way that they want.

With the growth of portals this is likely to change.  Institutions are going to want to put their own (web service) presentation layer on top of the channels (services) that they choose to adopt within their portals.  This will reduce the freedom of service providers to supply their own look and feel, but will mean that the user gets a consistent view regardless of the source of the channel that they are using.

This has a number of implications for the service providers.  First, service identities cease to be as visible - this is made clear in the information environment architecture, where resolvers and institutional preference services are used to determine which service provider should be used to deliver any particular service.  While some of the JISC dataset providers offer services which are unique others offer services which may be available from elsewhere.  It would then compromise the user experience if the functioning of the system depended on which service provider was being accessed at that time.

This implies that what service providers need to concentrate on is getting the services embedded in colleges and universities and that the metrics used to measure their performance change to reflect this new pattern of adoption.

The TLTP review (HEFCE 1999) showed that some of the materials that the programme produced were in much wider use than was realised from earlier work, as many lecturers were using small parts of the TLTP materials in their teaching without realising that they were from TLTP.  "For some projects there appeared to be a significant element of under- reporting of use, as some respondents were unaware, or had not recognised, that the courseware they were using was from TLTP. The complexity of sources for obtaining TLTP materials (eg, projects, Computers in Teaching Initiative (CTI) Centres co-located with projects, commercial sources) may have contributed to this confusion."

2.3 Institutional factors

Universities are large and complex organisations which often have considerable devolved authority so that there is no a single locus for services to deal with.  This is less true in colleges, in part because of they tend to be smaller and in part because of a different management history.  Further, institutions vary enormously in their working methods and missions so that it is difficult to generalise about the ways in which institutions relate to services. 

However, we do know that staff development is of critical importance, as for instance noted in Becta 2003 "a key element in achieving this integration of ILT into teaching and learning is a well trained body of staff". National services clearly have a very important part to play in this, with bodies that help define national standards such as ILTHE (or now the Higher Education Academy) and, if they are deemed to be services bodies like the QAA, Ofsted and ALI.

3 Service types

It is useful to consider the services in terms of the type of service that they offer, and as mentioned in the introduction it seems that the most helpful way of dividing up the services is in terms of the type of service that they primarily offer.  It is true that nearly all the services do in fact offer functionality in all the areas, however the classification that is used here relates to their primary function.

The three categories are technology based services, which promote an understanding and the use of particular types of technology, content based services whose main role is to provide information or data that can be used for teaching (or research), and the largest category those which provide staff development in a variety of different forms.

3.1 Technology based

There are only a small number of services based on particular technologies, though there have been a variety of others in the past.  In most cases they are created because some form of technology is becoming commonplace in education or is thought to be about to be so, and there is not sufficient understanding of the technology within the community to make effective use of it.

In several cases developing the technology has been an important part in their role.  For instance, CETIS has been heavily involved in the development of IMS specifications which underlies work, and it is worth a brief excursion into how it does this.

The definition of specifications is a slow and complex process involving determining the requirements of all parts of the user community and then trying to arrive at a workable compromise which forms the basis of the standard.  This means that CETIS has to work in the community to gather the requirements and then work with others, representing themselves or other communities, in the specification body to come to some form of agreement.

Secondly, CETIS promotes the use of the specifications to the relevant communities. This involves raising awareness of what the specifications offer in terms of return on investment and making the job of implementing systems simpler.

Thirdly, through their special interest groups they have been developing communities of practice who can develop and share their practice.  Related to this they have also been advising JISC and JISC projects in the use of the specifications.

What can be seen here is that they have built up a strong community around the service that they offer, and that this includes both technical specialists and policy makers.  By including the latter they have been able to achieve significant influence and have affected the way that people are thinking about a number of issues including the implementation of MLEs, learning objects and personal development records.

Interestingly, one of the earlier services in the field of technology based services was the Advisory Service on Computer Graphics (AGOCG) which was jointly funded by JISC and the EPSRC.  This was established a time that computer graphics was relatively new and not well understood within the community.  It too was involved to some extent in the development of standards, and promoting the use of graphics in educational technology.  AGOCG lasted for ten years, at the end of which it was deemed that the technology was sufficiently well understood in the community that it was wound up.  However, parts of its work have since had to be re-invented, notably in the Technical Advisory Service for Images (TASI) and the Managing Agent and Advisory Service (MAAS) which is part of the  British Universities Film and Video Council (BUFVC) which offers advice on the use of moving images.

3.2 Content based

The largest group of JISC services are the content based services, which provide data that can be used in teaching and research.  Many of the earlier services were initially very much focused on research usage, with teaching use coming much later.  I would include in that group services like the UK Census data, Crossfire, satellite data and the data held by the UK data archive.

Under the JISC Learning and Teaching Programme (5/99) many of these services took on a greater focus on teaching and learning, with projects like Timeweb: MIMAS/ILRT Time Series Databanks, which produced a series of worksheets to help people make use of the OECD Main Economic Indicators.

There are something like 10 content based services (or 50 depending on how they are counted) covering 100 collections funded wholly or partly by JISC, besides a huge number of others that are available either for free or commercially from other sources.  

It is not clear what impact these services are having on teaching, and it is important that work is done to look at which of the datasets are being used in teaching, how they are being used and what factors lead to success in their use, including the type of dataset (eg bibliographic, image, data etc).

3.3 Staff development based

The final group of services cover those whose primary function is staff development, whether this focuses on information provision or training.  Whereas in the other two groups JISC is a very significant player in this area it is a much smaller player, with relatively few organisations compared to the overall total.  Connect lists 24 out of 103 organisations as being funded by JISC, and this includes the 13 Regional Support Centres.  Though it should be noted that the 103 includes the 24 LTSN subject centres.

When one begins to look at the role of these agencies there is an enormous degree of overlap between them which can cause greater confusion for the user.  For many people who wanted support over some issue with disability / accessibility it would not be clear when they should turn to TechDis and when they should turn to the National Disability Team or the JISC Legal Service.  Or to take some other examples there are (according to Connect) 13 agencies concerned with quality enhancement (including 8 LTSN subject centres), or 21 agencies concerned with curriculum (including 3 RSCs and 10 LTSN subject centres).

Different services are also targeted at different, overlapping, sets of users.  It is worth considering who some of these audiences are:

· students

· teachers / lecturers

· educational researchers

· learning technologists

· staff developers

· curriculum developers

· (senior) managers

· heads of (academic) departments

Though it is not always easy to know who their target audience is, and a very large number (claim to) have senior managers as one of their target audiences which can mean that they are receiving some messages multiple times from different channels, but may equally mean that they are getting mixed messages.

Perhaps the key attribute of the most successful staff development services is the involvement of the end-user community, at least based on anecdotal evidence of how people talk about the various services.  For instance Ferl makes great play of using material produced by ordinary teaching staff (and even paying them a small amount for making it available).  CETIS, through its special interest groups has involved hundreds of people around the country in defining and discussing how to implement what might be considered to be a rather dry subject of standards.

Others have been successful because the topic they are addressing is very high on institutional agendas, either because of funding council or legislative requirements.  This would include organisations like TechDis, the National Disability Team because of the requirements of SENDA, the JISC Legal Information service because of legislation like the Human Rights Act, Freedom of Information Act and the Data Protection Act.  

4 Specific Activity

There are well over 100 agencies which in some way support teaching and learning in further or higher education in the UK.  Connect lists 103 organisations which promote quality enhancement in learning  at the moment, and does not include any of the professional associations which have an interest in quality enhancement in teaching and learning (for instance through accreditation of courses).  It is worth looking at this information in some detail to see what is being covered by services and what is not.

A caveat is needed here, in that the topics which a service or organisation is working in are limited to those for which they have a web page evidencing their work, and that the information is entirely provided by the services and organisations themselves not for this purpose.  In some cases it seems probable that organisations have not fully detailed their services while in other cases some may be misunderstanding some of the terms in the metadata.  In particular the subject coverage is too poor to be meaningful, with few services detailing the subjects they are working with.  To give a single example Mimas does not indicate that it is of particular reference to geographical and social sciences.

The most common activities for JISC services (out of 24 included in the Connect database) are

· Resources (14 services)

· Technology Infrastructure (12 services)

· Staff development (10 services)

· Accessibility (6 services)

· Learning Environments (6 services)

Even this exaggerates the range of services as 13 of the JISC services are the regional support centres, so that coverage will in fact be patchy and depend on whether one is in HE or FE and which region one is in.

For the LTSN the most common activities are (out of 24 subject centres and the Generic Centre) are:

· Employability  (15 centres) 

· Assessment  (12 centres) 

· Widening participation (10 centres) 

· Accessibility  (9 centres) 

· Plagiarism  (9 centres) 

· Resources (8 centres) 

· Learning difficulties and disabilities  (8 centres) 

· Personal development planning  (7 centres) 

· Skills (7 centres) 

· Teaching and research  (6 centres) 

· Distance learning  (6 centres) 

· E-learning  (6 centres)

It is noticeable that many of these have little to with learning technology, though some will have learning technology elements (such as assessment, accessibility, plagiarism and distance learning).  In fact, only two have major e-learning elements (resources and e- learning) 

Equally it is worth noting the activities that relate to e-learning which are not being well covered, and the table shows a number of areas where few, if any bodies are active.  This is 

	Name
	
	LTSN
	JISC
	TOTAL

including other agencies

	Number of agencies
	
	25
	24
	103

	
	
	
	
	

	Design and delivery of programmes 
	
	
	
	

	Intellectual property 
	
	
	
	

	Student mobility 
	
	
	
	

	Student rights 
	
	
	
	

	Transition / Progression
	
	
	
	

	Autonomous learning 
	
	
	
	

	Deep learning 
	
	
	
	

	Enquiry led learning 
	
	
	
	

	Fairness 
	
	
	
	

	Marking 
	
	
	
	

	Records of achievement 
	
	
	
	

	Transcripts 
	
	
	
	

	Curriculum development 
	
	2
	4
	7

	Quality enhancement 
	
	2
	
	7

	Continuing professional development 
	
	2
	1
	7

	Quality and Standards
	
	3
	
	7

	Computer based teaching 
	
	2
	1
	5

	Computer-aided assessment 
	
	4
	1
	5

	Work-based learning
	
	3
	
	4

	Student retention 
	
	3
	
	3

	Work-based student
	
	2
	
	3

	Portfolios 
	
	3
	
	3

	Curriculum design 
	
	1
	
	2

	Foundation degrees 
	
	1
	
	2

	Transition/Progression 
	
	1
	1
	2

	Flexible/blended learning 
	
	
	1
	2

	IT skills 
	
	2
	
	2

	Collaborative learning 
	
	1
	
	1

	Simulations 
	
	
	1
	1


This suggests that there is a need to map the environment and undertake a gap analysis to ensure that the services are meeting the most important user needs.

It also highlights the need, discussed earlier, to ensure that services are working together and not duplicating effort.

With so many initiatives, services and agencies funded by a wide variety of bodies (including HEFCE, SHEFC, LSC, SFEFC, ELWA, DEL, DfES, Scottish Enterprise, Research Councils, AHRB, Scottish Executive, New Opportunities Fund, UUK, SCOP) there is a need for greater co-ordination between them.  This is a role which it might be sensible for the Higher Education Academy to adopt within HE, though it is not clear who could play a similar role within FE.

5 Conclusions

As has been seen there are a plethora of services trying to support further and higher education, each has its own history, audience remit and methods of working, but there are a number of issues that can be raised for discussion at this stage.

5.1 Success factors

From a study of this size it is not possible to determine what the critical success factors are for the national services, however there are some that become apparent from what the services have to say about themselves.

5.1.1 Target Audience

It seems clear that many of the most successful services have a well defined user base, that share a common language and have a common set of needs that can be addressed by a focused service.  

5.1.2 User involvement

An active involvement of the user community not only provides input for services, it also provides a strong bond between the service and its community and a feeling of mutual support.

5.1.3 Strategic alignment

Those services which support a legal or financial imperative are likely to have a far greater visibility and impact than other services.  In part because there are extremely powerful levers behind them, and in part because people are often desperate for help in addressing the issues.

5.1.4 Channels

There is some evidence that the more successful services use a wide variety of channels to address the needs of their users, but it is not clear which of the channels have the greatest success.

5.2 Recommendations

5.2.1 Map the territory

There are over 100 agencies and services already in existence that support teaching and learning in some way.  Connect shows what each service is doing.  However it does not enable us to easily see where the overlaps and gaps are.  It would therefore be useful to create a map of the e-learning landscape to see which agencies are offering what to whom so that duplication can be avoided and gaps in provision filled.  A start on this is shown in the Appendix.

5.2.2 Service visibility

JISC has for many years been pushing its visibility, and that of the services that it funds; thus many services believe that it is important that they are visible and known to their users as being the provider by that service.  This is not necessarily helpful to the user - who is unlikely to know or care which electricity supplier is powering their college or university .  Particularly with the move towards institutional portals we will find that services (whether publicly or commercially provided) will become less visible to the user as they are adapted by the portal to meet institutional and individual needs.

In view of the comments from the TLTP review it would be helpful to discover which services are actually being used for what ends, and if the users even realise that they are using the service

This implies that services should not try to be recognised by the user, but should be available through the appropriate channels.

This will mean reviewing and changing service level agreements with some services to measure the service provided rather than how well recognised they are.

5.2.3 Service engagement with the community

Many channels exist for engaging with the community, however little work has been undertaken to look at the cost effectiveness of the different channels that are in use, and for instance whether printing and distribution costs can be justified in terms of the impact that this has in comparison to alternative methods of reaching the community.  Any study of user views of services should try to determine the effectiveness of the various channels used to communicate with users.

5.2.4 Undertake User requirements analyses

There is a clear need to undertake user requirements analyses of existing services to ensure that they are meeting the real needs of their users.  For new services this could be undertaken in two phases to ensure that the needs are there and that the analysis is done close to the development of the service.  An early analysis could be undertaken prior to placing calls for bids to establish that there are unmet needs, and then projects could be required to undertake a full user needs analysis to establish what these needs are in more detail.

More work is needed to determine how the existing datasets are being used in teaching and what are the success factors, including the type of data being offered, the support services that surround the dataset, the size of the community and its level of IT literacy.

It would also be valuable to look at what types of electronic information teachers actually need and how this maps onto existing provision.

5.2.5 Survey the usage of datasets

There is little (published) information on the usage of datasets in teaching and learning, with even less quantitative or qualitative analysis being available.  As part of any user requirements a survey of how current datasets are being used in teaching and learning should be undertaken along with some quantitative measures of how widely they are being used (including number of courses / students / institutions and how much each of these actually makes use of the services).

More problematic, but potentially more useful, would be to investigate which of the services are having an impact, what this impact is and why they are having an impact.
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