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‘Just because you have high technology trainers does not necessarily mean that you run faster!’

Everywhere we look in the commercial world we see the removal of hierarchical management structures. There is even a word for it - disintermediation. When technology assists in removing the central link in the value chain, putting customers in touch with source suppliers or content, the central link becomes superfluous. Will this trend reach the world of learning? Can the old models of lectures, training centres and classroom-based courses and seminars survive these changes? Some would argue that in the world of learning, it is not a question of “if” but of “when”.

The DELTA Institute is based at the University of Wolverhampton Telford Campus, UK, a university with a strong focus on innovation, a regional commitment and close links with large and small public and private sector organisations as well as national and international government bodies. A small, highly qualified core of full-time staff ensure that internal and external researchers seconded to DELTA are supported at both administrative and technical levels. Other staff are recruited on a project basis to ensure economic viability. Research is commissioned from a variety of sources: sponsor organisations, external bodies, academic schools, affiliated organisations and external "customers". Collaboration with a variety of organisations and subject areas ensures that all the needs of individual research projects are catered for, no matter what areas of expertise are required.

My presentation title suggests an analogy. The trainer, like the computer has been a major influencing social, cultural and work factor over the last few years. The particular trainer available is at the pinnacle of athletic footwear. It has almost as many acronyms as Microsoft to represent its facets and features. It is based on a vast variety of assumptions and principles which justify its advancement. These are based in significant and verifiable research and development. The main difference between the computer and the trainer is that the computer has reduced in price over the years – this is not so for the trainer. The permeation is somewhat similar though. The analogy requires some scrutiny though when comparing their relative application. In putting the high tech trainer on, there is no assumption made that I will become an Olympic athlete, despite my obvious physical demeanour and stature! This is not so for computer technology. The supposition here is that providing access to broadband, high technology equipment is almost sufficient. 

Technology + Content = Process
The UK is embedded in developing highly funded acronyms, which embed themselves in technology within educational initiatives. Translating the acronyms is difficult enough, but trying to further interpret real sustainable outcomes is even more daunting. What we are creating in the UK is allegedly a joined-up government with the learning environment as a major feature. Traditional education is a series of vertical silos, so how does that interface with the joined-up approach?

Suppliers are unsurprisingly more than keen to provide for these silos, but how to do this is often daunting or difficult.  The inception of the Delta Institute and Learning Lab provide, via their partners possible horizontal linkages to these. 

We can already see the education and training communities turn to Internet web-based learning with the same enthusiasm that commerce has embraced these technologies. Is E-learning the next digital revolution after E-commerce? New models of teaching and learning are emerging, driven by accessible new media. The role of the teacher and trainer is becoming one of a facilitator of learning discovery.

This is because this new approach potentially offers real benefits:

Learning benefits. Making the whole learning experience more involving, faster and more effective

Distribution benefits. Just-in-time delivery with just-enough content. 
Content benefits. Easier creation and updating of content allied to selective mass distribution

Management benefits. Improved facilities for monitoring learners, mentors and delivery.
Financial benefits.  These can be derived from all of the above. 
However, it is the development of technology based learning support structures, i.e. alternatives and technology based enhancements to formal teaching and learning strategies but embedded in the pedagogy, that will assist the education and training sector as we enter the next millennium. For example, despite the high technology training shoe and all its associated development, how useful would it be without laces?

Medieval universities counted students in tens of hundreds, contemporary national universities in thousands or tens of thousands.  The virtual universities could count students in millions and tens of millions.  As technology provides higher educational establishments with a set of multimedia tools, a rising number of students are secured a personalised education in a transformed institution.  Reports show that education is a growing industry, driven by world-wide competition between universities and by a rising number of consumers who demand an increased amount of flexibility.  To survive in this ‘brave new world’, alternative approaches may have to be taken by the traditional providers.  Changes in higher education caused by transformations in the environment are required. Traditional brick building universities are going to be left behind by corporate universities, for-profit universities and virtual universities.  They are facing the choice of either adapting to the changes in the environment or being overtaken by competitors.  Historically education has been a monopoly business, but with the technological changes and a changing attitude in society towards learning, new entrants are threatening to overtake the market.  The primary reason for this is that conventional universities can not deliver what the customer wants; personalised education unconstrained by time and place.

Research suggests that in order to survive universities need to embrace IT, and use it to provide high quality, flexible education. To continue with the analogy, everyone should be provided with training shoes!  In order to be competitive the organisational structures need to reflect the environment, and this means a change from the present rigid and inflexible internal/stable structure, to a more fluid flexible type. (This simply means that everyone gets supplied with different training shoes!)  This implies outsourcing of non-core activities and collaborations with external suppliers.  The aim is to reduce costs and improve quality.  Findings further suggest that, technological developments could change the role and position of the lecturer.  It is predicted that lecturers will be employed by a number of universities, and will be able to conduct the majority of their work via networks from wherever they are located.  This presents yet another change to the internal structure of universities.

The expectations and learning styles of both students and academics are increasingly diverse and potentially threatening. Learning itself is regarded as a lifelong activity. Distance learning is becoming commonplace, in terms of both local and global provision. Increasingly there is an emphasis on lifelong skills, with less on subject content. Again the analogy with trainers is profound. Adidas( could not have imagined that something which is essentially an athletic shoe would have such an impact on society.

The UK Dearing  report emphasises ‘Deep or Meaningful’ learning as opposed to primary or secondary learning. HE institutions therefore reduce the ratios of staff:students. This is then confounded by the needs of HEFCE/ QAA and the RAE. We must promote research, quality and academic autonomy and development time. To do this we assemble 200 students in a single lecture theatre so that staff can ‘do research…’,. Again this is insufficient for both student and academic.

The solution is simple, introduce technology, video conferencing, large labs of PC’s with very powerful software. Massive investments have been made to enable students to use a very expensive and powerful networked computer to word process assignments and ‘surf’ the Net! Staff are little better, intrigued or disillusioned with video conferencing, seeing it as ‘glossy’ or at best futile in the context of learning delivery.

We will need to improve effectiveness and efficiency that massification demands and as a learning institution we will need to consider:

· New organisation structures

· New learning methods

· New delivery methods enhanced by information and communications technology

· New partnerships and collaborations.

The challenge is to develop a curriculum which can emphasise interconnections between learning pathways, the practical application of knowledge in a variety of contexts and flexible relationships between core and specialist knowledge. It must be based on sound pedagogy. The focus on students and tutors is not on the training but on the facilitation of central processes of learning which too often is interpreted as something which is transmitted to people rather than an activity for which they themselves have responsibility, and ownership.

As tutors and students respond to the challenge to utilise computer technology in the teaching and learning process, they must be mindful of an important distinction between using technology and infusing technology. Universities are investing large sums of money toward outfitting rooms with computers with the assumption that computer technology will somehow enhance the educational experience. Research, however, is inconclusive as to the effect of computer technology on student achievement. It is too easy to be lulled onto the technology bandwagon, blindly installing networks and computers without thinking deeply about their role in the instructional process. Technology provides opportunities never before available to humankind, yet university departments are in danger of sabotaging—through incomplete and, in some cases, detrimental implementation plans—the power of technology to transform the teaching and learning process. Three popular trends regarding technology use threaten to impede the transformational impact of technology on the instructional environment.

· The first trend is an over-emphasis on merely building tutors' and students’ technology skills. 
· The second trend is the belief that tutors’ inability to use technology can somehow be overcome by the students' ability in this area

· This dangerous belief leads to a third problematic trend. Computer use is often seen as an end unto itself.
Separate from the desire to use technology is the challenge to present students with more open-ended, authentic problems to solve. Yet these problem-based tasks provide a wonderful venue for achieving technology input. A problem-based task has four critical components: the problem must be open-ended, not having one right answer or one right method of arriving at the answer; it must be authentic, related to real-life; it must be complex, encompassing a variety of skills and a breadth of content rather than focusing on a narrow set of skills or content; and it should be assessed through a rubric, thereby providing students with a "roadmap" to success as they assess their progress and determine what they need to do to move to more expert levels of performance.

Technology will truly become a tool for learning when tutors actively take on the role of facilitator and expand students' vision of what technology can do for them. It's not how you use technology, it’s how you utilise its capability

Kolb’s work on the reflective learner, suggests that learning is a social process based on carefully cultivated experience which challenges every precept and concept of what nowadays passes for ‘teaching’. With this major achievement he knowingly shifts the ecology of learning away from the exclusivity of the classroom (and its companion, the lecture) to the workplace, the family, the carpool, the community, or wherever we gather to work or play or love. The significance for educators is profound because, among others things, it leads us away from the traditional concerns of credit hours and calendar time towards competence, working knowledge, and information truly pertinent to jobs, families, and communities. It leads us into ‘independent’ learner directed learning at a time, place and pace to suit the learner! A prime candidate for flexible delivery or technology supported learning environment development.
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(Kolb learning cycle modified to show the process of effective learning)
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Eschers lithograph ‘liberation’ captures the essence of the 3 developmental stages of experiential learning. The bottom third of the figure shows the emergence of figures from an undifferentiated background, as in the acquisition stages of development. The middle third shows the articulation of form in tightly locked interaction between figure and ground, much as development in the specialisation stage is achieved by finding one’s ‘niche’ in  society. The top shows the birds in free flight, emphasising the process of flying over the content of their form, symbolising the freedom and self direction of integrative development. The emergence of the learner as a ‘deep’ learner with an intention to understand rather than to pass a test or educational milestone. 

Kearsley writes that “technology is often seen as a quick fix, a siren song” and warns that “educational technology is a distraction … from what matters most - effective learning and good teaching” (1998, pg. 47).  The approach taken often seems more in the vein of entertainment than education, with television type material creating an expectation of how information will be presented, the link-up of the Internet and television just exacerbates this.

It is against this background that DELTA and the Learning Lab have been created, funded and resourced. To demonstrate a practical technology based facility for all educators at all levels to consider the infusion, consequences, opportunities and threats of this vast technological prospect.

Some thoughts about the future:

· 1 billion persons online – most of them unaware of the Internet

· Pound (Dollar)-a-dozen computers – fast, ubiquitous, embedded

· Internet telepathy – voice, eye movement, emotions, thoughts will be valid computer input

· Thinking things – evolution of digital personalities.

And what of the university and educational institutions:

· A shift from faculty-centred to learner-centred institutions

· Affordability

· Lifelong learning

· A seamless web

· Asynchronous (anytime, anyplace) learning

· Interactive and collaborative learning

· Diversity

(Educause, 1999)

How does all this effect us as educators? Will we survive? Will we be at worst systematically ‘robotised’, replaced or dispensable? Will our institutions become empty, desolate buildings or computer server hubs?

I think not, at best we make distance learning – distanceless learning, an experience for all irrespective of class, creed, disability, level, cultural or political pressures. At worst we reinforce remote learning as an isolating activity which has little or nothing to do with lifelong experiences or expertise, and is removed from the ‘real’ world. Remember being taught quadratic equations!!!

So my new trainers will make a difference, I just need to be made aware of the peripheral activities, skills and needs to utilise them to best effect. See you on the track at Homebush

John O’Donoghue

April, 2000
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