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Academic aims of the investigation:

This study aims to assess perceptions of educational technology skills 1 and learning method demands amongst first year Higher Education students, undertaking part-time professional courses in a distributed learning 2 context, combining traditional class teaching with remote study.  Objectives include:
1) Determine existing pedagogical theories and research related to distributed learning skills, including theoretical approaches to teaching and study via educational technology, learner-practitioner interactions and issues influencing distributed learning - including socio-cultural, institutional, resourcing and strategic factors relevant to this context.
2) Analyse sector recommendations for distributed learning skills  requirements in a Higher Education context (e.g. within government agencies and professional bodies regulating professional-related courses) across the Post-Compulsory Education, Information Technology and Information sectors.
3) Distinguish perceptions of distributed study requirements within a demand-led 3 Higher Education provider, including pre-entry requirements and expectations for skills development, also including perceptions of practitioners and support service staff.
4) Assess perceptions of distributed study  requirements amongst first year, part-time students undertaking undergraduate professional-related courses within a defined Higher Education Institute across differing disciplines.
5) Evaluate existing matrices for assessment of Higher Education skills requirements using findings in Objectives 1-4, establishing how far these could be applied to undergraduate students in a part-time, distributed study context.
6) Contribute to the development of a matrix for assessment of distributed learning and study skills requirements. Depending on the outcome of Objective 5, either make recommendations for the modification of an existing matrix or recommendations for the design of a new matrix suitable for a part-time distributed study context.
7) Make recommendations for distributed study training and support (including in-course development and assessment) for undergraduate students in a part-time distributed study context, and for further research.

Description of the research to be undertaken:

In recent years, the Higher Education sector has witnessed significant changes in study patterns, client demand and course delivery methods (O' Donoghue et al. 2003). Key features of this changing climate include increasing digitisation 5 of course delivery and support systems, increased levels of demand for part-time and remote study, greater alignment with industry and increased diversity within the student body itself (Catherall 2004).  Recent government reports and legislation have also brought a new impetus for widening participation 6 and innovation in course delivery (e.g. Dearing 1997, The Learning Age 1998) and closer alignment to the vocational and professional spectrum of industry (e.g. The Future of Higher Education 2004).    The ubiquitous 7 and increasing presence of networked electronic systems for course delivery and support has coincided with these changing study patterns, offering an apparent solution to the communication and content dissemination problems of low-contact study (Raymond 2000), characterised by Web-based e-learning 4, information retrieval and related client-side 8 software.  Collectively, this approach to teaching and learning has been dubbed 'distributed learning'.
However, an emerging body of research suggests that there has been a lack of understanding on the role of interactions and learning methods via educational technology (e.g. Rowland & Rubbert 2001, Newton 2003); other research has considered educational technology from an holistic perspective, considering the views of support staff and students on a range of support, delivery and skills issues, including the Student Online Learning Experiences (SOLE) project (2003) and the JISC User Behaviour Monitoring and Evaluation Framework (1999-2002 p.302) to "... benchmark development in the provision and use of EIS." ('Electronic Information Services' Banwell 2003).  These studies have largely surveyed authoritative sources, such as educational practitioners and other staff delivering Higher Education via distributed study.

This investigation will contribute to existing research, by examining students' perceptions of distributed study skills requirements, comparing these perceptions with government, industry, sector and institutional views derived from the literature review and original research elements.  Part-time student groups will be investigated within a selected Higher Education provider, across a range of professional-related disciplines -  reflecting the trend towards widening participation and the UK Government's aspiration for a demand-led re-alignment of Higher Education.


It is considered that this study will provide valuable original information on current practices in technology-based teaching, contrasting the perceptions of authoritative sources at the institutional and national levels with those of students, whose expectations and experiences as learners are vital factors in understanding distributed study as a pedagogical process.

Methods to be used
Literature review: To investigate pedagogical theories on distributed learning (Objective 1), formal skills prerequisites within official bodies (Objective 2) and a selected Higher Education provider (Objective 3). Hardcopy journals such as Journal of Vocational Education and Training and online article databases will be consulted, including Swetswise and Ingenta. The literature review will also assist in categorising distributed study skills to develop a skills assessment matrix (Objectives 5 and 6).
Surveys: 3-5 part-time, undergraduate student groups of 30-50 persons will be selected for surveying (Objective 4). Each group will comprise a unique professional discipline (e.g. Education, Nursing). Three student surveys will be delivered: one following enrolment, one at mid-academic year and one at the end of academic year, using a controlled environment (e.g. IT lab). Group/ class criteria includes: (a) no age range or gender restriction, (b) maximum 5 hours weekly class contact, (c) course supported by e-learning, (d) standard transferable skills module taught within course delivery.
Interviews: 3-5 academic staff teaching the student survey groups will be selected for interviewing. Semi-structured interviews will be used to investigate staff perceptions of educational study skills (Objective 3), allowing for some open-ended comment. Three interviews will be delivered: one following enrolment, one at mid-academic year and one the end of the academic year. 8-10 support staff will also be selected for interviewing (Objective 3) at three similar stages (academic/ support staff interview designs will differ appropriately). Interviews will last around half an hour per staff member.
Pilot: Pilot interviews for academic staff, support staff and the student questionnaire will be used before deployment.

Synthesis: The practical research will consider perceptions of distributed study skills from the perspective of 'grounded theory' (Leedy and Ormond 2005), seeking to establish a theoretical framework for analysis based on trends in the primary data; this approach is considered appropriate due to the original nature of the subject.  Primary data will be stored and analysed using the SPSS application, using statistical correlation and analysis tools provided by this software.
Ethical issues: Permission has been given at the North East Wales Institute of Higher Education to conduct surveys.
Resources: Budget for photocopying approximately 300 interview and survey forms. Third party cooperation will include students, academics, and support staff. The researcher has access to staff and student groups whilst working at NEWI.

	Action Plan (By year, envisaged to comprise 5-6 years)
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	Literature review
	Ongoing throughout study.

	Method / Research Skills (Review of methodology used as study develops).
	■
	■
	■
	
	
	

	Investigative Research (Sector Perceptions of educational skills etc).
	■
	■
	■
	
	
	

	Student Questionnaire Design
	
	
	■
	■
	
	

	Academic staff Survey Design
	
	
	■
	■
	
	

	Support Staff Survey Design
	
	
	■
	■
	
	

	Practical Research Pilot / Redesign
	
	
	
	■
	■
	

	Practical Research Deployment
	
	
	
	
	■
	

	Practical Research Analysis / Synthesis
	
	
	
	
	
	■

	Write Up Thesis
	
	
	
	
	
	■



Notes

1. Educational technology skills: Skills facilitating educational activities in a digital context.

2. Distributed learning: A study context facilitated both by learning technology and traditional teaching methods.

3. Demand-led (or  'market-led'): The UK Government's vision for post-statutory education to meet the demands of industry.

4. E-learning: Typified by the VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) facilitating study and collaboration via a Web based interface.

5. Digitisation:  The increasing use of Information Technology in the place of traditional hardcopy/ textual systems.

6. Widening participation: The aspiration for greater availability of Higher Education for the general public.

7. Ubiquitous computing:  Pervasive behavioural uses and persistent (i.e. 24 hours) availability of networked systems/ services.
8. Client-side:  The user software in a user-network relationship, e.g. a Web Browser is a 'client' application.
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