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Abstract

In implementing flexible delivery options, the University of Queensland (UQ) is emphasising the appropriate use of technology to enhance learning and communication. WebCT is a Web-based teaching and learning system introduced at UQ in 1998. In 2001, the University migrated the web-based teaching and learning courses to version 3 of this system. The aim of this paper is to explain how the staff development in utilising the WebCT software, is carried out, in keeping with the idea of a “learning organisation”.

Introduction: a potted history of “flexible learning” at the University of Queensland

The University of Queensland is moving confidently into a world of unprecedented change and uncertainty, competitiveness and internationalisation, characterised by an accelerating growth of knowledge driven strongly by the new information and communications technologies…

University of Queensland Strategic Plan 2000-2004.(2000)
Out of a University-wide Strategic Initiatives Fund and from an emphasis in the University’s Strategic Aims, Aspirations and Commitments, comes an increasing use of information and communication technologies. Across the University, there is an emphasis on achieving recognition for “excellence in all aspects of its teaching, research and scholarship”. [University of Queensland, 2000].

At the Ipswich campus, which commenced operations in February 1999, the particular emphasis on flexible learning has meant a vast increase in the information technology opportunities for staff and students. Their professed aim is that learning is:

…leveraged by the use of technology — students, groups and classes interact with and through online learning platforms, tools and resources, as well as various forms of multimedia. [University of Queensland, 2000].

This strategic emphasis has been reflected in the structural, architectural and information technological aspects of the UQ Ipswich campus, as well as the teaching, learning and staffing for the campus. The campus was expressly designed to reflect the importance of utilising technology in education. The establishment of the Learning Resources Development Unit at Ipswich has ensured access to the expertise of educational designers for Ipswich staff. A secure online learning platform, WebCT, was chosen as a staff and student-friendly method of enabling and supporting learning through the online medium. 

In 2001, the educational/instructional design support of staff has grown to include participants from most campuses, notably Gatton, which now employs an educational designer full-time. Use of WebCT has also increased from a predominantly Ipswich campus initiative to one which now sees 212 WebCT course/subject components hosted from a centralised server run by Information Technologies Services (ITS), at UQ St Lucia.

In representing itself as a “learning organisation” (University of Queensland, 2001), the emphasis is on enabling learning not just for its students, but also for its students through its staff, and for the staff for their professional need. The intention of increased flexible learning is explained as a “student-centered” approach, with the goal being that “technology and resources are used to improve learning outcomes”. [University of Queensland, 2000]. 

To enable the staff to achieve these aims there is:

· educational design support;

· access to editorial, graphic/print and desktop publishing skills (cost-recovery unit);

· staff development grants and teaching awards;

· training in the use and development of the WebCT platform;

· multimedia development advice, support and training; and

· access to the multimedia design skills of Educational Multimedia Services (EMS) (cost-recovery unit).

The emphasis on using online, web and multimedia resources is also clear in the definition of flexible learning, which it is hoped will create “a more active, engaging and rewarding climate for both students and lecturers”. [University of Queensland, 2000].

The challenge is in translating this into altered learning conditions for the students. The students come to the University with increased technological literacy and skills, and the staff also need to be supported in their journey along the “flexible learning” road. At Ipswich campus, this is partially encouraged in the appointment conditions of the lecturers. A number of staff have commented upon the “requirement” to use online learning, and that use of information technology was “just expected” of them. [Survey, WebCT Usage and Training, internal, unpublished, 2001]. It is also encouraged through the support mechanisms available with staff and technological resources, both hardware and software.

Despite the emphasis, it is not suggested that online learning is the “best” option for all circumstances, nor that increased flexible delivery would mean “simply logging on from your bedroom”, working alone, off campus. Indeed, it is pointed out, “this mode of learning inherently demands an on-campus presence”. [University of Queensland, 2000]. The most important skill required of the lecturers is the ability to pedagogically determine what is the best option, or set of options, for use in the particular learning circumstances and with their particular group of students. 

Such a pedagogical approach is “constructivist” in nature, suggesting that learning is a process of an individual “constructing” their knowledge through interaction with different types of resources, and information, including multimedia, people, books, artefacts and web-based communication tools. To do this, they need continuing professional development in firstly, understanding the relevance of this learning theory to them and their “classroom” environment. They also need professional development and training in technological literacy and in the manipulation of appropriate software programs to satisfy their needs.

Supporting online learning usage — aspects of cultural change

The student-centred flexible learning approach of the University, while mandated from strategic planning, has to deal with the diverse culture of the University population. While it may desire to be a “learning organisation”, it must also enable and foster change from a subject-orientated teaching practice, to a pedagogically orientated one.

Universities have not traditionally emphasised the pedagogy of their role. The general structure of a university, handed down to secondary school, is mainly subject/content focussed The cultural beliefs of the group organising, funding and encouraging the learning can and do have a profound impact upon what ideas are implemented in the classroom. There is no doubt that universities are under increasing pressure to demonstrate their value, both to the funding public and to the funding students. To do this they must be increasingly responsive to the changing nature of work in society.

Cultural beliefs such as that teaching is telling, learning is listening, knowledge is subject matter taught by teachers and books, and the teacher-student relationship is crucial to any learning — dominate popular and practitioner thinking. Most taxpayers expect their schools to reflect those century-old beliefs. [Cuban, 1993:198] 

It was Cuban’s conclusion in 1993 that, “high school teachers, …university-trained in subject matter, will remain fundamentally didactic in methods because subject matter often drives classroom teaching practice.” [Cuban, 1993:201]. The University of Queensland is seeking to change this emphasis. Online learning is one such option, but changing the emphasis from a didactic culture requires considerable support.

Staff Development in a learning organisation

Training most often refers to a specific set of training needs — operating on the idea that the people in the workplace need change and the organisation needs to be able to utilise the respective skills. It is, by this definition, a narrow concept.

Yet, in a learning organisation, this narrow concept must be expanded to be more open and learner centred. It must be recognised that “working and learning are inextricably linked” [Field, 1995: 158] and that in utilising the training model, there is a tendency to see the skills as a separate set — not integrated into their workplace. To develop a learning organisation, this must occur.

In moving toward a learning organisation the emphasis needs to change from:

· competency-based training to people-centred learning;

· passive, uninvolved trainees to involved learners;

· training leave to learning time; and

· training courses to learning opportunities.[Field, 1995:159]

“Training” in online learning — WebCT

WebCT is a set of online course tools working as a platform, from which lecturers can enable interactive communication, distribute content, administer and assess students, as well as make interactive learning opportunities available. The University of Queensland migrated courses to WebCT version 3 in 2001.

The initial training offered to lecturers was Ipswich campus focussed. An Online Learning Manager was responsible for the training. Training sessions of three days duration were made available to all, with the Online Learning Manager developing strong relationships with a large number of staff. He assisted them with their WebCT understanding and skill development, as well as subsequent implementation of a web course component. His constant and willing support is an important element in the subsequent usage of WebCT throughout this campus.

Feedback regarding this staff development indicated a number of areas of potential improvement.

· Accesses to comprehensive notes/guides – to be used as reference, for continued, post - training learning.

· Dividing up the sessions so a large time commitment did not have to be made.

· Access overtime to a trial course in which a participant could experiment.

· More comprehensive use of feedback instrument to guide further planning.

Planning of the training and development program for facilitating online learning for 2001 has taken these issues into consideration.

Learning online learning and the learning organisation 

In defining and implementing the “training” model of staff development, it is hoped that:

· the information provided is standardised;

· outcomes can be measured;

· training sessions are professionally delivered by trainers with good presentation skills; and

· trainers can …(show) how many people have been trained. [Field, 1995: 161-162].

The clear data that can be derived from training of this kind is a clear incentive to perpetuate the competency-based training model. It is relatively easy to present data to support a suggestion that training (and consequently learning) is being extended across an organisation. Within the University of Queensland, data derived from the centralised training system shows that 75 staff over 5 different areas/faculties, including Administration, have attended WebCT V3 training, in the months from December 2000 to March 2001.

Yet the results are skewed by a number of factors, which make their validity somewhat questionable to rely on as evidence of change in practice.

· Objectives are often written a long way in advance of training dates and clear planning may not have been completed when they are written.

· The feedback forms suggest a relatively high level of satisfaction from the participants — yet in having the learners “comfortable” with the experience has any change in practice been precipitated? Trainer assessment and performance appraisal mechanisms that reward high scores don’t always serve the participants’ interests. For one thing, good evaluations are sometimes the result of trainers’ responding to participants’ preferences. Trainers/facilitators are bound to be liked if they never challenge participants’ automatic ways of thinking and behaving, and if they allow them to work always within their preferred learning styles. (Adapted from Brookfield 1995). 

· Noting a reasonable distribution across an organisation of participants having completed training in no way guarantees that they will implement the ideas, skills or methodologies in their workplace, with their students, and it certainly doesn’t ensure that their developed or altered understanding is passed on to their students in a demonstrable way.

Training in this way could be likened to a ripple. People are trained in skills from the centre of an organisation. The hope is that this will distribute or “ripple” outward to affect the “edges” of the pond (in this case, the students). Following this analogy, the bigger the impact (training program — money spent, hours allocated) then the bigger the follow-on effect. Yet this model is fundamentally not change-focussed and not “learner”-focussed. 

For real change to have an effect, an individual must be fundamentally changed and feel the need to pass on this effect to others. Indeed, they must do so. They must demonstrate the effect of their change upon others. It is suggested by neo-progressivist, learner-centred educationalists that “activity” — active learning — is the important focus for learning. Developing and experimenting with learning circumstances which allow them to construct models of understanding that fundamentally alter their underpinning understandings. Some have suggested, “…You have not truly learned anything until you have written it down and/or presented it is such a way that what you have learned is understood…and desirably learned from, by someone else.” [Sutton, 1990:9].

In an educational institution we have the unique circumstance of generally being required to pass on what we understand and know. We are often required to produce papers (not unlike this one), which forces us to clarify, in our own mind — and thus, hopefully in the minds of others — our understandings and conclusions from what we have done and learnt. In theory, lecturers involved in training are doing so for the express purpose of using those skills they have gained in educationally fruitful circumstances. This is training. In a learning organisation we need to take the next step and examine and support these learners in their workplace to enable them to integrate and implement the “changes” in which they have been trained.

Learning web-based learning — focussing on adult learning

In 2000/2001, with the change in version 3 of WebCT the training program has been modified. It is still competency-based. There is learner involvement, in that objectives are defined on the feedback form and the learner assesses these. The training is mainly classroom based (in computer rooms) and is delivered by a WebCT training specialist. These are a series of structured learning sequences of demonstrations, practising skills and using a comprehensive workbook

Some of the time-bound nature was removed through the nature of web-based learning tools. A WebCT training site was set up for the duration of the course (meeting once per week for six weeks) and all participants were enrolled as students. They were encouraged to use this site to practice their online learning skills and to consider the implications of tool use for their students.

The WebCT interface operates at a number of access levels and it is important that a lecturer, who is going to function as a Designer of a WebCT course, or a Teaching Assistant (tutor), know and can manipulate the interface elements at a “student” level. It is then of consequent and concurrent importance that they understand the design elements of the interface. To help achieve this aim, after the initial week, participants were also allocated a trial course in which they would function as “Designer”. The learning activities were structured so that, during the weekly meeting as well as through following the learning guide or training module, they could experiment and manipulate elements of the interface in an area free of pressure to “get it right”. The facilitator was also a participant in all the courses and, over time, all of the participants from the campus group were given enrolled into the courses of their fellow participants, at a level determined by the Course Designer.

During the training/learning opportunities, participants were also introduced to a Community Learning Centre (an idea suggested and initial design by the Online Learning Manager, Steve Cumming). This is a WebCT site open to all staff (at the “student” level of access). Here they can find links to resources, explanations of common elements of WebCT and participate in a learning community with their colleagues through using Discussion spaces and Chat rooms. Support staff regularly monitors the site to ensure questions and concerns raised in the Discussions space are responded to with appropriate speed. These support staff are also available for limited phone support and have proved immensely valuable to those staff who prefer this kind of interaction to gain answers to their concerns.

All of these aspects are designed to enable the lecturers/staff to find a way to integrate the web-based learning into their subjects/courses in a way that makes most sense to them. Advice and guidance is continually available from the Educational Designers, as well as the Information Designers specialising in multimedia and online learning.

Such comprehensive availability of post, concurrent or pre-learning/training, is an essential part of recognising that learning occurs in the workplace and a time, which makes sense to the individual learner. Organising and running a training session will not ensure that the adult learner will be “ready” to learn during that specific time and space boundary.

In this way it is hoped that the learning structures will facilitate adult learning in the following ways:

1. Adult learning needs to consider the processes of maturation, self-fulfilment, perspective and self-determination of the individual learner. Effective learning needs to relate to that process. [Mabey, 1995; 335) 

· This is facilitated by the multiplicity of learning opportunities available:

a. from group-based, space and time-bound sessions;

b. to online group interaction; 

c. to individual learning through print-based material; through,

d. to support for when the “right” moment of learning need arrives — a point that can only be determined by the individual learner.

2. Everyone brings a range of experience, knowledge and emotional investment to the learning upon which they are embarking. For learning to be successful it must build on and relate to what adults bring to their learning. [Mabey, 1995; 336].

· Participant profiles were developed via a pre-form, which aimed to help the learner clarify their purpose and also to give information about their level of comfort in the learning, and their level of experience with information technology.

3. All adults have already developed, implicitly if not consciously, their own particular ways of pursuing and coping with the demands of their learning and development. To be effective, learning needs to build on their preferred learning styles and patterns. [Mabey, 1995; 336]. 

· This was enabled through the diverse range of modes used in the sessions/learning opportunities. Visual, aural and kinaesthetic methods are included. While different modalities might be offered, the learning is structured differently dependent on the mode, thus facilitating the possibility of “redundancy”. It is suggested by Nonako (1991) to be an important element in ensuring change.

Finally, the learning opportunities consider Rogers’ [1986 in Mabey, 1995; 337] suggested features of an effective adult learning episode.

1. They are usually episodic in character, not continuous. 

2. The goal that is set is usually some concrete task, some immediate problem that seems important. .

3. Adults tend to adopt a particular range of learning styles and strategies. 
As well as the more general learning styles preferred by individual adults they tend to employ the following strategies for learning: 

a.
analogical thinking (existing knowledge and experience);

b.
trial and error; 

c.
the creation of general patterns and meaningful wholes to make sense of new material;

d.
minimal reliance of memory or rote learning; and

e.
use of practical demonstration and imitation.

4. In specific episodes, there is relatively little interest in overall principles (Adapted from Rogers, 1986 in Mabey, 1995; 337) 

The difficulty in any adult learning situation is to acknowledge the expertise of the participants, indeed to build upon them. In the University context the level of participants’ expertise in a variety of areas can be overwhelming. Knowledge and understanding are their stock in trade and are closely aligned to their sense of self-image. It can be all the more threatening for these people to be put into the messy business of being asked to learn new skills and to integrate new knowledge. Risk-taking is frightening for all, but even more so for people who may be viewed, or view themselves, as “experts”.

It is emphasised in this training/learning opportunity that there is time for trial and error, time for failure. The facilitator must display a willingness to risk-take, and to be vulnerable and to learn from the participants. Fear of technology makes the learning of web-based technology all the more overwhelming. There are ample reasons not to try, and it is the responsibility of the facilitator to model and enable a collegial environment in which these tentative steps may be taken in safety, thereby removing at least one excuse not to try. This element of the training needs to be better evaluated in the next iteration of sessions.

Another important issue when dealing with specialists in knowledge and understanding is that a facilitator must not cater entirely to their perceived need. This is the same with any adult learning experience. The way in which training/learning is set up tends to emphasise the “customer is always right” philosophy which is not always conducive to meaningful learning.

As Brookfield (1995) points out:

When education is viewed this way, we devote a lot of energy to keeping the customer satisfied. We definitely don’t want to them to feel confused or angry because we have asked him to do something he finds difficult and would rather avoid… Significant learning and critical thinking inevitably induces an ambivalent mix of feelings and emotions, in which anger and confusion are as prominent as pleasure and clarity. [Brookfield, 1995; 21].
Thoughts for the future

Like any meaningful learning the structure and ideas of the current system in use are always part of a cycle of evaluation, redefinition and redevelopment.

The first series of sessions was completed and the review stage is now in effect, with the next series of meetings starting in May. 

There were — most probably not surprisingly — many technological difficulties along the way. Promises of a trial course in which to try out ideas, available for the whole session, was thwarted by servers going down and new versions of software being brought online Also, the change of participants from one venue to another proved problematic. In theory, potential participants were encouraged to come along to whichever of the five sessions they wished, in any order; to miss the ones they felt were not relevant; and to come twice, if they so desired— in reality, the level of technological literacy and comfort with technology proved prohibitive for some. The main groups of participants were stable throughout, and developed a level of competency with the technology that those participants coming only to the later sessions did not enjoy. Careful individual support was necessary for them to remain in a situation where they felt they did not have the requisite knowledge and skills to accomplish what was demonstrated. This needs to be considered in the re-development.

The intention of developing “participant” profiles as a method of acknowledging and building upon the experience of the participants was not well utilised. A better understanding of what they would be required to be able to do within the module, with regard to knowledge and skill development may have better enabled participants to decide their readiness to learn in the group sessions. It is thought that perhaps we will work toward a learning contract model, which will allow the learners to more clearly define what they expect to get from the learning experience and how they hope to determine a successful learning event.

Participants who could not come to the assigned sessions were given training manuals/learning guides, which were written to be self-paced and relatively complete (when coupled with the staff support site and contact with the facilitator). Though some participants chose this option, their contact with the facilitator was minimal. Determining the effectiveness of this learning option, then, requires a more purposeful research.

The manuals themselves proved to be a comprehensive and time-consuming work. No current workbooks of this nature were found and these were created by the facilitator between sessions. The information design element of these resources needs to be evaluated and more consideration given to layout and suggested usage. “To improve organisational learning, job aids like manuals, technologies, and training programs need to be designed to support active learning in the workplace.” [Field, 1995; 16].

Development and preparation were further increased by the need to offer learning redundancy opportunities through the use of comprehensive PowerPoint presentations — which naturally comprised differing details, examples and demonstrations. Some participants found the differences disconcerting, even though they did not alter but supported the intended focus of the sessions. They requested print copies of this resource and, due to the multimedia nature of the PowerPoint presentation; some of the value was lost, in translating an essentially visual communication to a printed one. On a more positive note, they did act as a “lesson plan” onto which participants could make notes to refer to later.

The intention is still to create a self-paced, interactive learning site, which can be used more by participants in their own time frame. This is to challenge the inherent difficulties of the time-bound, space-bound course — though there is a fair criticism of using the tool to teach the tool — but shouldn’t a useful online learning tool have that much flexibility? 

This will not be a stand-alone element, and individual use of the course would not be encouraged without support from a printed resource. Nevertheless, some adults much prefer muddling through a system, by trial and error, looking around and following their instincts, and this option should also be offered in the learning organisation. It is the intention of the facilitator to create an online course (essentially time-bound), which encourages online communication and collegial development, as well as the face-to-face sessions.

Conclusions and reflections

The University of Queensland aims to be a “learning organisation” not just an institution of learning. The stated intention to deal with change outlined in their mission statement makes this clear.

The participants who take part in “training” at the University are diverse. Some are administrative, some technical, some support and some academic — yet all of them are participants in a workplace for which facilitating and assessing learning outcomes is an essential component.

We do need to be customer focussed and improve our pedagogical practice to enable learners to reach their stated goals. At the same time, the expertise available to the students who use these institutions must be recognised — indeed, utilised — and while it may be for the undergraduate to feel as if they are discovering a whole new world, for the academics who act as their guide, the only “new” thing about it is the individual journey of discovery undertaken by that student. [Adapted from Laurillard, 1993].

To a large extent, this could also be said of the “training” aspect of learning how to teach and work the technology in web-based learning. The tool of WebCT itself is discrete. It is a known set of options, which must be understood and “learnt” to be manipulated. We are, however, aiming to have the lecturers and staff to move beyond this. Their journey of learning must naturally incorporate their circumstances — they must find a way to implement and utilise the tool of WebCT to meet their pedagogical needs. This is a fundamental challenge in a learning organisation — learning transfer, generative, productive and reflective learning — which helps to build a knowledge resource. We want to facilitate staff development. “Learning for the growth of the individual, group or organisation which is not related to a specific or current job” [Moy, 1991; 8] necessarily — but to the growth of the person. In a synergistic, supportive environment the potential for the learning organisation is potentially boundless, and we how the changing focus of our staff development processes will facilitate this.
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