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Gilly Salmon
Before I start my talk, I need to tell you about a strange thing that happened to me on my way across the OU campus yesterday.  I was walking over the bridge by the river and heard what I thought was a faint cry from a clump of daffodils near the path. On going to investigate, to my amazement, I found this.

I took a cautious look, of course, and found that the foundling had a note, it reads ‘My Name is BlaCT.  Please look after my password. My license expires in 28 days.’  Clearly it’s a rather odd baby, a real pup, and seems starved of proper feeding and attention. As my foundling is a baby, (well all VLEs are still in their infancy aren’t they??) I thought I really ought to try and find its real parents.  Maybe its ancestors were from Computer Based Training and more closely though I could discern the powerful Northern American instructivist nose. 

I carried it to the IT Centre, not far away, and asked them if they knew anything about it.  They said ‘oh no, it doesn’t seem to belong to our family and we can’t touch anything that’s off the pathway… but it looks quite cool so you can leave it with us to play with for a while if you like’. However, they soon got tired of it, as it was demanding of attention.  They said ‘we’re really worried about its interoperability when it grows up.  We need the academics to take responsibility for it, they said they wanted it’.  I couldn’t see any academics around at that time.  Well it was only 10.30 am.
So I wandered back towards my office and passed by the library.  The information officers always seem such helpful friendly people, perhaps they would know what to do with BlaCT. They said they had to operate 24 by 7 so couldn’t really help me but could loan me some clothes and toys for it. They also agreed to start a search for its origins as soon as I returned some books.   

Well I took it along to the administrators in my school. They were quite sweet with it really. They gave it a security badge clearly marked ‘Visitor’ they said they’d seen all this kind of thing before and knew what to do about it.  They said there were various forms I had to fill in about VLE foundlings and then they would put my request it to the committee for funding, and if successful for adoption. They told me that it’s only hope is that it’s cheap to keep and is prepared to be centralised.  However they did warn me it would be number 36 on the agenda, and there were a number of other candidates. 
 By this time, I was getting quite fond of BlaCT  and had a sudden thought…what about the development fund…after all doesn’t that offer us a wonderful opportunity for piloting and creativity?
I put the foundling on my desk while I downloaded the Development Fund papers. The baby shuffled around a bit and had a good chew on my FirstClass CD ROM and a major sniff at my Blackboard users manual.  A couple of post grad students passed by and were absolutely delighted with it, saying ‘it’s a real any time any place kind of dog, better than lectures any day YES WICKED !!’.  The development fund objectives looked pretty hopeless. It was clear that they thought VLE’s too good to leave in the tender care of academics… for example did  it have a daddy to provide matched external funding?
By then my academic colleagues in my Centre had arrived to take a look, and were saying ‘Well we could…, or why don’t you…hey my students would love that…can I take a closer look and evaluate it…I’ve got an idea…let’s check out its communication tools before we feed it…wow it has a slight Socratean look about it….. One gave it a search for a fast forward to promotion button but no luck! I said, "Who will help me with parenting this child?"  They said. We’d love to Gilly, but you know we’ve no time at all this semester…,”
I thought I’d try taking it to the Senior Executive Committee.    They said I should define my terms against the university’s global mission and explain, with much why I had brought this unplanned resource to them.  They asked in what way adopting foundling VLEs would help create better access to more students at lower costs and/or ensure greater competitiveness.  I suggested that with nurturing it might grow up to take over Microsoft but they said that do gooders like me should be most careful, since the child might suffer from rampant featurism in the future, for which there is no cure. They told me that there were a number of more serious siblings who were likely to be supported and they had to make their mistakes, maybe many times over, before any new approach could considered. I persisted but they said they said they were sorry but if they let me keep the foundling other teachers might want them too and there was no proof it is cost effective or even, horrors, scalable.  I got out fairly quickly before it went the way of other unsupported ideas in the School, and me with it.  I left them having a strategic discussion about the risk of clumps of daffodils on campus.

Finally I realised I needed to rely on my own resources, and that if I wanted this baby to thrive, or even survive, I would need to be its champion. Perhaps I should build a shrine called Foundlingblog and become its missionary.  And so we come to my idea of reclaiming the territory of online learning environments.
I am influenced by the ideas of Tony Becher and Paul Trowler in their preface to the 2nd edition of Academic Tribes & Territories.  They highlight the impact of a decade of profound changes in education across the world and the proliferation of the complexity and strengths of forces acting upon us.  As a result, the territories that academics and teachers thought were their own have altered and adapted. The features of the landscape of our universities and colleges have changed, and over the land hang the star of new technologies. So who roams this strange new panorama, what fiefdoms prevail, who or what has a right to cast a shadow across the vista?

 I’m going to just consider two possibilities in a little more depth.
First that students have the right to define the territory within a new relationship between HE & FE and in partnership with new media. For example, let’s examine the idea that flexible learning, enhanced, promoted or enabled by the use of learning technologies, equals student-centred learning.  And that’s more that learners and receivers of our offerings can define the core centre of their learning needs and then somehow succeed if such needs are appropriately met. Is this the new quality?
In the OU Business School, I chair a large open entry course called the Professional Certificate in Management. . It attracts, around 7000 students a year in Western and Eastern Europe. The course is a highly modular and customisable with a range of choices including 4 start dates each year, study breaks and completely online versions.

Recently 184 randomly selected students were surveyed on a ‘Forward Look’ Study. We particularly wanted to know what their attitudes were to flexibility in learning provision,, what they saw as flexible, what else they needed, what they were prepared to pay for flexibility and whether technology was helping. 
First, to our horror, they defined ‘flexibility’ in 73 different ways, only 40 of which we had thought of. Worse still, many of the aspects of flexibility already provided to them, often at considerable cost to the course team and the university they seemed unaware of.  Some of the flexibility wish-list could be provided through a VLE, such as improved provision of searchable course material on the web site for travelling. They also needed much more help with routes through the material and help with their use of time, but without impinging on when and where they studied. I couldn’t see the VLE was really much help with those. To me that suggests deploying devices for learning and support that they use in their every day life as well as a special learning environment. Maybe a return to the now maligned idea of ‘push’?  
They also wanted flexible online assessment. They hated having to physically attend for exams and wanted any time anywhere exams.   They wanted much more choice of submission date for assignments.   One student wrote ‘For all its innovation, I was so surprised at how important this particular exam format is to the OU’. They wanted feedback on their exams of the same quality provided on assignments (which currently personalised and individually crafted by their tutors).  I suspect the first VLE to offer any of these will have a great strength in the market and earn the right of passage to the territory.
Certificate in Management students also wanted to easily be able to find like-minded others. Perhaps those who speak the same mother tongue, those from the same industry, those living in a similar location. Clearly since all students are online this should be easy, but the dividing of students into manageable groups, a requirement of the VLE, online cuts through the flexibility aim! This is clearly a technological challenge rather than a conceptual one!
We also asked our students how much they would be prepared to pay for 7 aspects increased flexibility for them. We explained that each involves increased costs to the university.  Nearly a half would be prepared to pay nothing at all for flexibility in start date with over a third being unwilling to pay for flexible pace, study breaks, individualised programmes.  The selection of study methods proved to be the most appealing, with half of the students prepared to pay £100 or more. For me this suggests that the costs of providing flexibility through technology must drop if we are to afford it.   There was one comment though that stood out for me
‘Quality will always be remembered long after cost is forgotten’.  So it seems to me our best hope is to provide high quality alternative study approaches online. So in the end, quality is more important than flexibility, good course materials and contact with others especially online, and the ability to alignment assessment with teaching methods more important than a particular technology. Is this a basis for defining technologies for the future and to what extent can students lay a legitimate claim to such territory?

Finally, though, in terms of their ‘wish list’ for flexibility most involved increased access, not to technology but to a tutor, either face to face or electronically. There were a wide range of complaints about face to face tutorials from students opting for those.  The timing and location of them seemed to suit few, some complained about the content or the leadership and yet every student wanted more of them.   However, their expectations here were demanding…an ‘always on, broadband tutor’ for responding to questions for example. “Often students are up into the small hours working on the course, we need a tutor online at this time for our sanity’. The issue of access to a tutor seemed to be not only a key aspect of making the course more flexible, friendlier, more motivating, more achievable and also more satisfying. And they need to be online. One student said 
‘Online tutorials are better because they are more flexible. I would not have taken the course if I had to attend for group work’. 

We wondered why more didn’t opt for the online versions which are always available and asynchronous.  One answer was the quality of the conference on poor and old fashioned bulletin boards that show little evidence of understanding teaching and learning requirements.  it’s, one student said ‘ why do questions and answers mix up on here?, Custom, practice , expectation and the lack of user friendliness of the VLE, we think. 

So my 2nd feature of the territory is the role of human intervention in the use of new technologies. 

Our culture of teaching in HE has been created largely through apprenticeship in our disciplines and consists of complex sets of values, attitudes and behaviours. The slight decline in the dominions previously created by the significance of disciplinary knowledge has left a little bit of territory for the role of teaching itself, and some bridges between disciplines and the exploration of pedagogy and androgogy, often promoted by the introduction of learning technologies.  I’m not someone who believes that ‘pedagogy’ is a dirty word and should be banned from our vocabulary forthwith.  

 I’ve noticed a wide variety of reactions from colleagues in universities and colleges around the world to the introduction of VLEs and other new technologies ranging from wild enthusiasm from some and strategic undermining by others.  I’m sure you have too. Firstly as a member of faculty, I look in vain for any kind of contractual position regards the use of Information & Communication Technologies, despite much increased accountability and surveillance.  So our good will and willingness to reskill must be relied upon. Does the energy and effort we must put in to shift our horizons as academics and teachers create a passport to this territory – a right to entry?

Many of the most enthusiastic and successful online teachers  are those ‘gypsy scholars’ working in a portfolio way, and those who have experienced and seen the benefits of leading and constructing knowledge with virtual learning groups. In other words they have acquired their skills and understanding in the idiosyncratic online world itself, learning to teach online through the medium.
Whatever our position on the nature of knowledge and our associated role in relationship to its transmission, promotion or construction with others, few of us would completely challenge the role of social interaction between groups of learners and their facilitator or leader. Essentially my argument is that attempts to change the way that anyone in HE or Fe teaches or enables learning, if you prefer, that are not informed by the way the black art of online teaching is acquired, that does not acknowledge the power of the discipline and believes that ICT can be wrapped around academics like a cuddly cot blanket are doomed to failure. 
There are many people who are admirably trying to offer to others the chance to be ‘trained in new technologies for teaching and learning’.  The subjects or participants of VLE training however, jump straight into their usual trusty vehicles, framed by a complex world view acquired mainly through their formal education topped up by sprinkles of advice from people they admire and their own good and bad learning experience.  They then believe if they learn about the menu items on Blackboard (which is easy for instructors after all) and maybe  revisit the learning styles and teaching techniques and haul all this online, that all will be well.  It’s not. 
Such attempts to address the reskilling of academic staff through half day workshops in WebCT and the like clearly are hardly likely to do more than scratch the surface, as well as convincing faculty that teaching online is about learning to use a computer programme. Focussing training on use on the features of the VLE is unlikely to do more than enable the slightest dent in the long apprenticeship in practical and theoretical knowledge or competence in the teaching profession, much of which is acquired rather mysteriously, or at least informally.  The innovators and the early adopters persist with more or less grace and with blanded learning at best.   For most of the others, for want of a nail the battle is lost and they can become convinced that satisfactory knowledge transmission and construction has to happen face to face. 

Downgrading the human role, and upgrading the technological impact by suggesting that we now need to consider the ‘human factors’ is spitting in the wind. What we know of learning is that if we want people to change what they actually do, then, we need to shuttle backwards and forwards between what they already know, and what they are prepared to develop, between specific details and their implications in wider contexts and between practice and reflection (Harvey and Knight 1996). First new skills must be acquired to enable teachers, new and experienced and at all levels to be able to create, manage and successfully promote participation in interactive conferencing online.  These are more important but harder to acquire skills than posting power point slides online.  Secondly, key attention needs to be given on how they can gain confidence and professionalism and continue to develop and keep up to date.
The mechanism for acquiring and continuing to develop should be through the medium itself and depend on the role of experienced facilitators.  This is how we reclaim the territory and ultimately create technologies through knowledge and dialogue that truly serve the new geo and cyber learning spaces of the 21st Century.

 ‘Finding the time’ is a continuous theme. My recent study into the use of time online, revealed time as a social construct, and not something that can be ‘managed. We’re so used to living our lives in cycles and working online disrupts our carefully constructed if tentative feeling of control of our lives. This is not a plea for clocks on the home page. Although the Certificate in management is well paced, the VLE in use offered no real help in providing rhythm, enticement and pace to the study.  .  It also offered no help to beleaguered lecturers who need quick and easy ways of completing weaving, summaries archiving and effective presentation of plenary results.

Just one word about the importance of stable, reliable and appropriate technologies in the support, training and development of faculty and tutors, at least beyond the natural innovators.   Just as with infants, sensitization to a potential allergen early in their development may lead to major and sometimes incurable problems later on.  Converseley too santistised an environment and lack of exposure to a little dirt also may be a precursor to problems. Such is the impact of foisting a poor platform or a weakly supported technology on an unsuspecting audience.  At the slightest inclining of trouble later, they’ll be convinced that ‘e-learning doesn’t work!”. All stakeholders and users rely on exceptionally good technical development and the support of those who must ensure that the platform is strong, fully supported and integrated. In my view, this gives them a passport to enter the territory without being viewed as invaders.

So will my foundling VLE grow up to reclaim the territory in the future? It will certain need far more than me as a champion and parent. It’ll need to be exercised by the students, licenses by administrators and spend its holidays at least in the It department. Ultimately though it needs loving adopting by the pedagogists and rather more than magic tricks and the hand of fate from the Technologists  
During the Foundling VLE’s education and development it will need:
· very much better communication tools put together with a strong understanding of pedagogy rather than bland multiple flexibility
· ways of running online group work creatively

· suitable threading of asynchronous and synchronous discussions for teaching purposes

· multi media and streaming capacity

· much better ways creating cycles and pacing for teaching and learning for all users
· proper online assessment (beyond the quiz), links to the Student Record System and rapidly publication of results
And academics and teachers will need:

· the opportunity to be an online learner

· the chance, and the time, to immerse themselves through the VLE in the role of the online teacher, with others, in their discipline and through the medium itself.
· Now I’m more willing to use the VLE to do this. 
· You say your VLE is not is not up to it? I have a child here in need of a loving home!
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