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Foreword

This is the fourth in a series of reports published by the Marchmont Observatory.  The Observatory has been established to look at “What works and why” in workbased learning, with a particular emphasis on the development of the University for Industry. The Observatory has a particular interest in the issues of widening participation, funding learning and the change management issues which will face both employers, particularly SMEs, and traditional learning institutions in adapting to new approaches.   

This report is the outcome of a two-day workshop entitled Learner Support. The workshop drew together participants from colleges, TECs, Business Links, Learndirect Learning Centres, funding councils and the Marchmont Partnership itself. 

The report also draws on recent research in this arena to shed light on the issues relating to learner support. We have looked at what makes for effective learner support and have focussed in particular on learner support in the context of e learning.  

The report also draws together the views of practitioners and examples of good practice in this field. This followed a period of e mail based discussion, in which participants shared experiences and practice. Indeed, this debate on learner support yielded a particularly enthusiastic and illuminating response from participants.

As with the other reports in the series, the opportunities afforded to us by the participation of practitioners in the debate and workshop, has leant great emphasis to the development of a set of recommendations for practitioners and policy makers in this field.  Access to the e mail contributions, key research sources and workshop presentations can be found on the Marchmont Website www.lifelonglearning.ac.uk.
Chris Evans

Observatory Director

December 2000
Executive Summary

The development of a lifelong learning culture will increasingly mean that different learning needs and learning styles will need to be valued and delivered. As the time, place and mode of learning, becomes increasingly diverse, the way in which the learning process is supported becomes ever more important. This report is concerned with a range of issues around design, development and delivery of good practice in learner support. 

Our initial interest in this issue was sparked by the current discussions within Learndirect Learning Centres about how best to support learners, particularly where learning is online. Yet this debate has resonance further afield.  Whether it concerns how to best engage non-traditional learners, through to the increasing use of information and communication technologies in learning, learner support is a critical issue. 

Our concern in producing this report and in supporting the debate that underpinned it, has been to highlight the latest research as well as draw on good practice in this arena.  It is inevitable, given the potential range of this topic that we have covered much ground.  Nevertheless, some strong themes emerged through the debate and at the workshop.

In examining what is meant by effective learner support, the report starts by examining how people learn and draws on some models of adult learning in order to understand where support may be most effectively applied. Supporting learners in a workplace context is also considered, with particular emphasis on collaborative learning, mentoring and tutor support. Increasing interest also surrounds the role of learning networks, particularly how they might support learning in SMEs. 

The report goes on to consider the challenges of learner support in the context of e-learning.  Issues ranging from online tutor support, online mentoring, online learner communities as well as the competencies required for online tutor are explored.  The report examines in some detail the UfI model of learner support and concludes by making recommendations for UfI and policy makers.

The Marchmont Observatory workshop on learner support at Tyneside was fortunate to have expert input from key practitioners in technology based lifelong learning. A corporate learning provider informed delegates of private sector use of integrated support features and services in an online learning environment. Capable of being targeted to individual learners’ styles and progression, applications were also coupled with simulations and role plays to place the learning into a real-world setting. 

Collaborative learning as a social activity was a central theme of the workshop, running through sessions highlighting peer-to-peer and tutor support and the advanced capabilities of the online environment to facilitate exchange. Good practice in supporting SME interactions with e-learning was shared by a training provider, and the nature and role of the online tutor explained by a successful tutor trainer. It was apparent from these sessions how much of an upward curve still exists for the special skills requirements associated with online learner support to become widespread. 

The workshop was rounded off with lessons gained through establishing ICT-based learning in one of the longest running learning centres in the UK.  This clearly underlined the central position of learner support provision to success or failure of the UfI lifelong learning vision. It is implicit in targeting individual needs and guaranteeing a quality learning experience which sustains and retains learners. As UfI rolls out in a diverse mix of locations throughout the country, its three-tier model of learner support in learning centres will be tested in many learning settings to a vast new clientele of adult learners. Important also will be the UfI model’s applicability to remote learners based beyond the reach of learning centres, as flexible support to home and workplace learners will be even more technology based for wider access.

Publication of this report will coincide with a collaborative study by the Marchmont Observatory and UfI on linking the three-tier model of learner support to types of learning centre and learner. Outcomes will be guidelines for best practice in learner support provision in centres, with a self-assessment matrix that will help centres benchmark their support activities. This exercise should provide a perspective on the importance of learner support in delivering innovative lifelong learning.

We at Marchmont look forward with enthusiasm to working with UfI to develop and validate the vision.

1 Introduction

This is the fourth report by the Marchmont Observatory examining issues of concern to policymakers and practitioners in encouraging development of lifelong learning in the UK. The particular emphasis of this report is to identify what is meant by effective learner support.  It then focuses in the particular on learner support in the context of e-learning.

Learner support is of central importance in learning of whatever form, whether in early education or as an adult. Traditionally, learner support has been seen in the context of learning carried out within educational institutions as part of the essential tutoring and guidance responsibilities of the teacher. It is clear, however, that new models of learner support are needed that shift away from the ‘sage on the stage’ approach to cater more proactively for the needs of the adult learner.

 In the workplace, for instance, mentoring and coaching schemes provide more informal support for employees learning on the job; supervisors, human resources departments and training professionals also include learner support amongst their functions

For ‘non-traditional’ adult learners, whether or not using ICT, the diverse nature of their learning settings calls for more explicit forms of support, more closely targeted to their learning needs and environment. Learning is most effective when it can be rapidly applied in a relevant context and setting, in a workplace or other remote locations such as learning centres and at home. For distant learners in an online environment, ICT-based social engagement with others enlivens learning and reinforces its messages.

To promote social inclusion, it is particularly important to attract and retain those learners who, in many cases, were originally put off traditional education and who may have been disadvantaged by background, early experience or disability. For learning centres and the workplace, measures to raise the basic skills of adults as proposed by the National Skills Task Force
 have now moved into the national spotlight. With the advent of the University for Industry (UfI), the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), the Small Business Service (SBS), Connexions, and Regional Development Agencies’ skills and learning modules, a vast new requirement is developing for learner supporters with mixtures of roles and responsibilities to address a greatly expanded learning population.

A universal concern for the University for Industry and its Hubs, learning centres and partnerships is the provision of adequate learner support for UfI learners. The UfI Consultative Document on Learner Support
 reinforces the fact that effective learner support is crucial to the success of the UfI learning model.  It also proposes that support provision, whether human or ICT-based, should be consistent across the complete UfI learning network. Guaranteeing availability of the wide range of support required for non-traditional UfI learners is central to the quality and appropriateness of their experience.
The vision of online learning promoted by UfI is even more reliant on learner support, to ensure that an unfamiliar medium does not discourage the learner at an early stage of progress. UfI has devised a ‘three-tier’ model of learner support to be available at its learning centres to include what is defined as Type 1, 2 and 3 levels and responsibilities:

Type 1 – Basic learner support. Includes information, advice and guidance functions; introducing the learner to the environment, administration and tracking functions

Type 2 -  Facilitation and tutoring support. Includes technical advice; mentoring; moderating and leading online discussion; encouraging and motivating learners; counselling and pastoral functions

Type 3 – Specialist support. Includes advice on course-related and technical subject content; assessment towards external accreditation standards

UfI, in conjunction with the Further Education Funding Council, has set out guidance for basic entitlement to learner support at its learning centres requiring minimum levels of staffing for each type of tutor. It was generally recognised that specialist support, with its closer relationship to traditional teaching roles, would be expensive to fund locally and might best be accessed through details of tutors held on a central database. Most learning centres are expected to provide both Type 1 and 2 support for UfI learners, whilst in the smaller access centres a single staff member might cover both functions.

The roles and responsibilities envisaged for different levels of UfI tutors are not as yet clearly differentiated in the UfI framework, however. Certain functions, such as information, advice and guidance as well as technical ‘helpline’ type support, are not as well developed as they deserve. Responsibilities here are themselves ‘specialist’ in that they demand additional skills training or experience quite distinct from administration or online tutoring. Calling for their greater visibility within the UfI framework might ideally point towards further types of support needing to be devised, of which a Type 4 dedicated to workplace learning is already under discussion. UfI internal tutor training materials are under development and currently being piloted, alongside available proprietary resources with successful applications in a range of settings.

As the nature of learner support becomes more varied, preparing those who undertake these roles becomes a major issue.  Tutor training and competency development needs to take this into account.  Indeed, trainers’ own professional and sectoral organisations internationally are looking towards developing occupational standards, to address a great variety of training roles targeted to public and private sector learners. The changing responsibilities of human resource development (HRD) practitioners have recently been highlighted in transnational European research programmes. In the UK the present shift towards LSCs has focused attention on building competency frameworks to harmonise levels of training provision in the regions. The current consultation exercise underway by the Employment National Training Organisation (empNTO) aims to integrate a wide range of roles for trainers within an overall structure that facilitates progression and development. Many of these translate readily into online learning support as well as counselling and guidance functions. 

In higher and further education also staff training in ICT is now of central importance as part of a worldwide shift to online learning for academic providers. Here too employment bodies are developing competency standards for practitioners across all sectors, including the Institute of Learning and Teaching at York, the Further Education National Training Organisation (FENTO), the British Educational Communication and Technology Agency (BECTa), and the e-skills NTO, who themselves are anticipating a new international standard in IT training. For higher education providers, the planned launch of a new UK e-university aims to open up learning markets across the globe and tap into growing worldwide demand for, and access to, ICT-based learning. Partnerships between transnational institutions with global reach are swiftly developing in a bid to capture market share from corporate e-learning providers. Consistent, high quality learner support is an essential part of their offer of enhanced content and services to distant learners.

Building on successful support provision for workplace learners, especially in SMEs, is another key area for further study. Evidence indicates that the most effective approaches are those that enhance existing practice and introduce innovative techniques into staff development activities. In unionised workplaces, the introduction of learning advocate roles into union representatives’ responsibilities is having a positive effect in stimulating demand for learning in the workforce. For these learners, union services such as advice and guidance, tailored support for individual workers, negotiations with management and course providers, help with securing funding, and setting up site-based learning centres all deliver upbeat messages for employee learning.

Mentoring practice, whether on- or offline, is of particular interest to the UfI and holds a high priority in their research agenda. By building on informal support networks that already exist within organisations, mentoring is transferable across a range of environments from SMEs through to learning centres. In businesses, mentoring responsibilities may lie with a line supervisor, foreman, HRD staff or senior manager, and are aimed to support employees’ professional development as well as provide guidance. Online mentoring for UfI seeks to provide personal encouragement, facilitation, and general support towards completion of learning opportunities, as a dominant part of the UfI delivery strategy.

UfI is also very aware of the social and collaborative aspects of learning, and how these enrich the experience of online learners. In his introduction to the Marchmont Tyneside workshop Professor Ian Draffan, Head of e-Learning Services at UfI, highlighted the importance of developing a sense of community amongst online learners. To achieve the UfI ideal of flexible, ‘roll-on, roll-off’ access for learners and to add value to the learning experience, creating tutor groups in stable learning communities are key to retaining learners by active tutoring. 

Within the UfI financial framework, development of a learner support plan and model is founded on assessment of necessary levels of provision to respond to estimated needs. Hubs and learning centres need to be profiled, likely take-up and capacity planned, delivery implemented, and outcomes satisfactorily monitored. UfI works with partner organisations to recommend learner support allocations within an overall course delivery structure. We at the Marchmont Observatory are also collaborating with UfI on action research: to produce benchmark standards on learner support for a wide range of learners and learning centres, together with a self-assessment toolkit.

A fuller account of the Tyneside workshop is presented in this report, which is divided into the following sections:

Section 2 – Effective learner support

Section 3 – Learner support and e-learning

Section 4 – The UfI learner support model

Section 5 – Recommendations for UfI/policymakers

Section 6 – Conclusions

As with previous Marchmont Observatory reports, findings from literature, online discussions, good practice case studies and workshop exchange will be interpolated throughout.

2
Effective learner support

2.1
Introduction

Research suggests that learners, particularly for non-traditional learners, require support across a series of five key stages:

· Recruiting the target group

· Selecting type of provision whose purpose is relevant to their needs

· Selecting mode of delivery whose organisation and structure meets their needs

· Maintaining appropriate support to overcome barriers to access

· Retaining the learners through successful learning outcomes

Learner support attracts different interpretations depending on its context. In further and higher education institutions, additional funding for learner support
 is granted as a means of widening participation amongst those more disadvantaged groups that might not otherwise be able to engage in site-based learning. In a UfI context the nature of the flexible learning experience based on innovative technologies, usually remote from educational institutions with dedicated staff, makes it even more important to ensure learner support is generally accessible wherever and whenever needed. Early reports from learning centres suggest that appropriate learner support is not only essential to the success of UfI, but is a key selling point that will establish UfI’s niche in the e-learning market.

Effective learning is a social activity in which tools for learning are acquired, guided and mediated by others. Educational theory considers that a learner’s contacts facilitate the process in three ways
:

· learning from people – how we pick up skills and strategies from others

· learning through people – in the assimilation of cultural values

· learning with people – sharing learning, problem solving and decision making in groups.

Learning may be formal and structured or informal and implicit. The quality of communication amongst participants, in their system and with its environment is key to ensuring the right learning messages are getting across. Experience has shown that the human element of learner support, whether in the form of face-to-face contact or peer or tutor interaction, has a continuing contribution to make in conjunction with computer-based learning
. In this section we look at people-based support for workplace learning; in the following section, online learner support. 

2.2
Learning models

Over the last three decades, the influential work of Malcolm Knowles on adult learning (or andragogy)
 acknowledged that the nature of learning changes as an individual matures and requires a different approach to childhood education. No longer dependent personalities, adult learners become self-directing and rely on an expanding base of experience. Their readiness to learn is closely related to their social role; motivation is internally, not externally, generated; and knowledge is applied within an immediate time frame.

A number of related models have been proposed in recent years which offer complementary frameworks to support effective adult learning. These address the learning characteristics of individuals and also demonstrate how collaborative learning can provide an important social dimension, particularly when using technology-based learning delivered at a distance:

· Constructivism
 - a ‘change in meaning constructed from experience’: individual understanding is internal, but may be shared with others

· Cognitivism
 - learners devise their own methods for learning content

· Situated cognition/learning
 - learning content in the context in which it would be used

· Anchored instruction - learning should be problem-centered

· Cognitive-flexibility theory – knowledge can be spontaneously adapted to changing situations

· Motivation
 - individual identity is influenced by internal and external factors: social, mental and physical

· Experiential learning
 - a change in behavior resulting from disciplined reflection on experience

· Engagement theory
 - collaborative learning through interaction and tasks, with an authentic focus

Application of the theories above have informed instructional design models and practice. Constructivist principles make use of reflective, collaborative planning to develop a range of learning environments in relevant, ‘real world’ contexts. Situated cognition suggests that knowledge and the conditions of its use be inextricably linked: learning occurs most effectively in context, which becomes an important part of the knowledge base associated with learning. The related concept of legitimate peripheral participation has been proposed to describe learning viewed as an integral part of social practice. Here, legitimacy is established through ways of belonging to a group; peripherality refers to gaining access to sources for understanding through growing involvement or participation in a learning community. 

Communities of practice
 reflect on social participation as a process of learning and of knowing. Interacting components of a social theory of learning include:

· Meaning: our ability to experience our life and the world as meaningful

· Practice: our shared historical and social resources, frameworks, and perspectives to sustain activity

· Community: the social configurations which define our enterprises, where competence exists in participation 

· Identity: how learning changes who we are to create continuous personal development in the context of our communities.

Such communities are integrated informally into every aspect of our daily lives whether at home, at work or during leisure time. Their focus on participation has broad implications for what it takes to understand and support learning on different levels:

· For individuals, learning means engaging in and contributing to the practices of their communities

· For communities, learning entails refining their practice and ensuring new generations of members

· For organisations, learning sustains interconnected communities of practice through which an organisation ‘knows what it knows’, and thus becomes effective and valuable as an organisation.

2.3
Learner support in the workplace

Within communities of practice such as a workplace environment, learner support must address not only the characteristics of individual learners but also the shared learning and interactions of a collective group
. Organizational learning begins with the individual employee and embraces team working as well as the enterprise as a whole. According to Peter Senge
, team learning encompasses ‘the process of aligning and developing the capability of the team to create the results its members truly desire’. Effective collective learning requires consideration and coordination of issues at a team level, including transfer of learning to other teams. In a study on promotion of team innovation and learning in the automotive sector, individual, functional and whole team learning reviews were successfully used to foster links between individuals and develop of shared learning and understanding. Here, the use of a ‘learning log’ was key to learner support
.

Beyond team level, learning organizations include an enterprise-wide supportive culture which encourages employees to build learning into their daily routines as a natural and continual process
. Knowledge is not regarded as power but freely shared between staff who support each other’s individual learning objectives. Significantly, within such organizations senior management are committed to managing learning by their own visible participation, perhaps through such practices as coaching or mentoring of others.

Work-based learning combines theory with practice, and explicit and tacit forms of knowledge
. Tacit knowledge draws on informal interactions, which for individuals include experimentation and experience. Collectively, such interactions express as action learning within a community of practice, whose members learn from each other. Activities progress through phases of reflective observation, group understanding and application. Here, creative problem solving within the experiential learning generates options, selects and implements the most appropriate solution. Members of the action learning ‘set’ support and encourage individual learning by sharing experience, providing information and focusing on the issues. Group development passes through successive stages of formation, establishing hierarchies and cohesion, interaction and support before typical closure of project or activity.

2.3.1
Mentoring support

Many commentators agree that mentoring can be critical ‘in making work-based learning a success by having the learner’s interests at heart and…sound advice, by helping learners to reflect on their experience and by providing them with encouragement and motivation.’
 QSC identified four different models of mentoring practice drawn from different work disciplines and traditions: apprenticeship, competence, reflective and informal. Three key functions of mentoring are defined as educative, supportive and managerial, although distinct from managing and counseling roles. Essential skills of mentoring can be grouped into organizational and interpersonal areas, with further strengths in group dynamics and leadership for collective learning. 

Whether formally or informally, mentors may serve many support functions to their mentees: providing information and insights into the organisation, its culture and informal networks; feedback and coaching; and career advice
. Satisfaction is gained from assisting junior colleagues, improved managerial skills, and increased stimulation of ideas. Further benefits accrue in terms of wider understanding of company operations and bridging the gap between training and ‘real world’ applications
. Structured mentoring programmes have also been linked to increased productivity, staff retention and motivation, and development of an organizational learning culture
.

Mentoring, whether in physical or electronic form, ran as a central theme throughout the Marchmont learner support workshop and formed the subject of an online course demonstration by Steve Wilkinson of SkillSoft. Representatives were informed of current e-learning providers’ online mentoring activities, and welcomed the UfI emphasis on mentoring on a one-to-one and group basis towards longer-term development of the learner support environment. They acknowledged the important role of mentoring for encouraging learning interaction additional to that present in learning materials, which would be integrated at the point of organizational delivery in workplace learning. In SMEs, mentors and champions should promote learning from within the company to stimulate staff buy-in and ownership. For online mentoring as envisaged by UfI, however, delegates perceived blurring of roles between mentors and tutors which could be usefully addressed by targeted training programmes. The need for good IT skills in mentors would provide broad-based support: to help in navigation through the technology as well as advice on content.

There is strong emphasis and good practice in development of mentoring models amongst the present ADAPT Round 3 projects, who recognize mentoring as a key approach to promote transfer and support of learning into SMEs. Qualifications for online mentors are being developed by Sol Systems at Solihull College, and the Learners at Work consortium based at Gloucester has been piloting one-to-one mentoring programmes as part of its Internet training to SME owner/managers. At Rotherham College of Arts and Technology, 800 learning mentors in schools were trained to guide and motivate young learners at risk of discontinuing their education.


A related approach, ‘befriending’, was discussed on the Marchmont Web site:

The greatest barrier to learning for non-traditional learners is lack of confidence that they have the skills to succeed, when their previous experience of learning at school brought failure. The most successful type of learning support would seem to be 'befriending' by someone who has also previously struggled to succeed in formal learning, but has succeeded in the lifelong learning phase. This Learning Supporter can offer encouragement to re-engage in learning and support to take the action needed to enrol on the appropriate learning activity and stay with it for long enough to begin to experience success.

2.3.2
Tutoring support

Learner support is often available in workplaces to employees on union courses, where local tutors help to make the links between work practice and programme requirements
. TUC workplace representatives raise members’ and employers’ awareness of opportunities for upgrading skills and qualifications and also provide education and training. Tutors are able to provide a ‘relaxed, informal and safe’ environment for learning
. Mutual trust and respect for participants and common values for learning are shared in a supportive framework. Excellent success rates have been achieved in recent programmes on widening access for ‘non-traditional’ learners towards accreditation and career progression. 


In Marchmont online discussion, Dee Rogers of the TUC’s Bargaining for Skills South West initiative had this to say about their successful experience of supporting non-traditional learners:

An example is a recent very successful recruitment session for refuse collection and garden maintenance workers to undertake basic skills training which was organised by Bargaining for Skills South West. Why did it work? 

· the union was fully on board and the Convenor approached potential participants on an individual basis making it non-threatening (a management-led approach would have raised all sorts of fears) 

· the management was fully supportive and prepared to invest in overtime payments for basic skills learners 

· the local college's basic skills department was supportive, experienced and flexible 

· the recruitment session was led by a successful basic skills learner who had held a similar job and had since gained promotion; this encouraged open and non-threatening discussion of basic skills needs 

· most learning will take place on-site in a peer group of workmates 

· learners will have the continued support of their peers and their union Convenor 

· free basic IT courses are a good "hook" to get non-traditional learners back into learning

There are union and community-based projects like this one running all across the country, and their power is that they are generated from the "bottom-up" within an existing network of peer support. 

At the Marchmont workshop, an interesting perspective on supporting the learning environment of the SME was presented by Kris Sundaram of Marchmont Lincoln, based at North Lincolnshire College. Kris gave insights on the college’s experiences of working with a cluster of mixed sector manufacturing SMEs, with a focus on technology transfer and a high level of skills. 

The sector is driven by customers and legislation, with a continuing requirement to upgrade technical skills and solve problems. Additional support acts to interpret legislation and translate it into areas for learning, provided by a mentor who helps companies articulate their needs. 
Once the problem is defined, it is important to use the natural learning process that the SME recognizes as a route to learning and to developing a learning culture. Using familiar concepts such as futureproofing, through acquiring new information and skills, can be clearly illustrated to the SME through joint development of a ‘disaster plan’. Individual solutions are devised for each SME and so are not necessarily transferable, but are welcomed by companies receiving targeted support who are disposed to open up to learning.

2.4
Learning networks

There is growing interest, and a gathering body of evidence in the UK and Europe, regarding the effectiveness of interfirm networks in providing business advice and support and especially in encouraging SME learning. Case studies of innovative programmes to develop new roles for learner supporters have emerged from Denmark and Ireland, where training for network brokers and facilitators have provided innovative learning cluster models for SMEs. The Danish Technological Institute linked broker competencies and network outcomes to develop skills in mentoring and facilitation, as well as foster business development
. 

During the same period (1989-93), the PLATO network model was introduced into Denmark and Ireland
 to address the learning needs of SME owner-managers in local business communities. Using a needs-based, low cost approach, the network provides a two-year programme of shared experiential learning, including access to large ‘parent’ company expertise through involvement of a group leader or facilitator. Immediate benefits have been perceived by participating firms in increased turnover, employment and bottom line profit, where a ‘high-trust’ learning network has resulted in sustainable knowledge, experience and business partnerships. 

Also in Ireland, the Irish National Training Agency (FAS) piloted the NetMet model ‘to establish and run a self-directed learning network of SME owner-managers’
. The network aims to be self-managing, and to combine mutual trust and shared values with participative team-based learning. The model initially makes use of a skilled facilitator who builds on existing group understanding and gradually withdraws once a sustainable culture is achieved. Development of local learning networks using ICT is underway in France, where innovative groupings of large and small businesses transfer and share approaches to training skills and resources
.

In Britain, the potential of learning networks is presently under active consideration to deliver learner support for the University for Industry. Three pilot projects in the Yorkshire and Humberside region were run in early 2000
 to determine take-up and barriers to learning using ICT in existing SME networks. Recommendations included a role for local and regional learning clusters in ‘bridging the gap between episodes of learning’, thus supporting and complementing the aims of UfI. The need to build on established links, network identity, common culture and informal learning opportunities was highlighted, along with essential provision of learner support, online facilitation skills and commitment from members and sponsors. 

At the Marchmont learner support workshop, experience in SME learning networks was shared by Gerry Prendergast of Abacus Systems. It is generally difficult to convince people of the value of networks and sell the idea that collaborative learning is important, particularly when companies attach greater value to bought-in expertise from consultants than to their own initiatives. Commercial in confidence issues can present barriers to effective co-operation until trust is built up amongst network members, which is better accomplished by face to face meeting than in online environments. Selection of members and group agreement on network guidelines can also promote collaboration and free up exchange.

2.5 Learner support for special needs

The special needs of disabled people cut across all the foregoing areas of consideration in learner support. For many of these learners, ICT-based learning presents a tremendous opportunity to open channels for development that may not previously have been available. There is however even more of an emphasis on appropriate technology and sensitivity of support to cater for particular needs, and ensure that the quality of communication so important to effective learning is maintained.

Collaborative, integrated learning in the workplace provides an ideal opportunity for a number of disabled learners to ‘level the playing field’ and transcend their disability, increasing motivation, participation and confidence as they progress towards positive outcomes. Mentoring programmes for and by disabled learners are useful in demonstrating and applying equal opportunities policies and improving communications skills. 

UfI is aware of the needs of disabled learners and aims to reflect these in its developing framework for accessibility and social inclusion. A pilot study is underway in partnership with a national college for students with disabilities, which will include input from voluntary sector organisations for those with special needs. The project will survey learning centres across England and Wales to determine specific levels of support required for disabled learners, including development of guidelines for materials providers. At the Marchmont learner support workshop, Steve Wilkinson of SkillSoft Corporation confirmed that, as a UfI supplier, this is a development area for the company’s products and services.

2.6
Learner support – the future?

As part of the new UK system for post-16 education and training, skills for intermediaries and providers supporting learners in the workplace are coming under scrutiny. Recent reports have pointed up deficiencies and inconsistencies in TEC systems for trainer staff development
 as well as in the existing practitioner skills base
. Recommendations for LSCs make a case for regular identification and review of trainers’ individual learning needs development of mentoring skills in senior staff for new trainers, cascading reflective learning practices and continuous evaluation. For training practitioners, the present consultation (to end October 2000) seeks to address notable variations and gaps in skills: poor quality of learner support and lack of expertise in related competencies (communication, needs analysis, personal learning styles) are highlighted as particular issues. The consultation seeks to identify and endorse detailed minimum skills needs for practitioners, to harmonise and improve the focus of work-based training design and its delivery.

As UfI prepares to launch, Hubs and learning centres around the UK are addressing provision of the recommended UfI three-tier model of learner support: at basic, tutor/facilitator, and specialist levels. At present outline guidelines have been issued by UfI
, but much remains to be resolved as to how the anticipated high demand will work out in practice. Whether provided in online or human support networks, responding to the needs, preferences and abilities of the individual learner will be critical in implementing UfI’s vision of lifelong learning.

Delegates to the Tyneside Marchmont workshop endorsed the need for clarity and guidance in developing roles for UfI learner supporters, linked to degree of learner satisfaction and experience as well as types of support provision. There was broad agreement that there was little as yet in the current proposed model to address the diverse needs of SME learners, for whom the SME itself had to take a active role in championing and supporting learning in the workplace. Evidence suggests that blended approaches have the greatest chance of success, where experiential learning can interact positively with an appropriate learner support environment. Regardless of availability of technology-based support, there will always be a need for a physical learner supporter to be present. 

Workshop participants perceived potential problems in integrating types of learner support linked to understanding of learning as a social activity, but agreed the value of social learning and of learner support staff knowing their clientele. Types of pre- and post-course support could cover financial assistance, childcare, pastoral help and advice and guidance services. It is important that learners’ needs be identified from the outset and continuously monitored, to assess changing levels of support required at different stages of the learning process. 

Ongoing evaluation criteria include positive feedback from learners, again over time, to ensure that initial enthusiasm is built upon and not lost. Other measures are perhaps more problematic to assess: for instance, drop-out rates do not necessarily indicate failure to learn, but could point to satisfaction – or its opposite - with progress achieved to date. For training providers, service level support guaranteeing response times to learners’ enquiries could well still prove too slow to suit the majority of learners, and too costly and unrealistic a proposition to implement. Further challenges accrue to providers’ design of learner support provision in geographical and marketing issues, organizing course support for dispersed learning communities, and especially in demonstrating the added value of their own services.

3
Learner support and e-learning

3.1
Introduction

Technological developments have the potential to revolutionise learning, paving 

the way for new and innovative approaches. Yet this has major implications for learners and those supporting the learning process. There is, however, a danger that learning strategies will be driven solely by technological development rather than how well these technologies are employed for learning purposes. The drive towards e-learning in the corporate arena, together with developments such as learndirect, mean that it is becoming increasingly important to guide the development of effective practice in online learner support. If the benefits of technology are to be realised in terms of improved learner motivation, achievement and retention, as well as widening access to non-traditional learners, then effective learner support strategies must be at centre stage.

Research shows that the quality of support for learners is key to their recruitment, retention and achievement, particularly for those non-traditional learners who may lack motivation and experience of learning. To underpin online provision in the ‘roll-on, roll-off’ model envisaged by the University for Industry, learner support is even more important: to overcome isolation, provide personal feedback, help with technical problems, and permit the social interactions so important to effective adult learning. Typical modes of interaction may involve people, technology and location:

· individuals: learner to learner (‘one to one’)

· peer group: learners to learners (‘many to many’)

· tutors/facilitators: instructor to learner(s) (‘one to one/many’)

· machine-based (software): learner to content

· machine-based (hardware): learner to system

· place-based: learner to environment


Successful introduction of online learning into new user groups, such as small to medium-sized enterprises (SME) employees and non-traditional learners, requires that the technology – and the skills to use it - can provide added value which might not otherwise be available through conventional modes of learning. Developing models drawn from a range of educational settings identify a number of approaches to online learner support with potential for transfer into company-based learning. Of particular interest are the dynamic roles and competencies of the many stakeholders involved in bringing learning to businesses, alongside guidelines to translate an online learning community into a commercial environment.

This section of the report discusses good practice in online learner support as regards generic computer-mediated or technology-based learning, with reference to SME learners and roles for tutor/facilitators. We will highlight particularly Marchmont workshop sessions on learner-computer, learner-learner and learner-tutor interactions as they relate to learner support. The University for Industry ‘three-tier’ model of learner support proposed for learning centres, to include base level, mentoring and facilitation, and specialist support
, will be considered in the next section.

3.2
Online learner support in SMEs

There are many perspectives on online learning, but limited literature that specifically addresses learner support needs in SMEs. Many reviews are based on relatively recent experience of academic practitioners in developing online versions of traditional courses for communities of campus-based and distance learners. Innovative delivery modes have caused a number of commentators to revisit theories of learning and apply them within technological contexts. 

Research work under ADAPT has questioned the transferability into SMEs of technology-based learning on a higher education model
, although the use of conventional courses on a part-time basis is acknowledged. Likely clientele included motivated SME employees in competitive high-growth industries, where the presence 

of a training champion was also important. SME learning and support needs matched the concept of ‘situated learning’, structured by work needs within a specific community of practice. Implementation of trial training programmes to address identified ICT skill gaps in selected SMEs required continuing and dedicated support to plan and manage information systems. During the pilots, the role of academic advisor shifted to that of facilitator/consultant rather than teacher and became more learner-centered in quality.

In another study, size was found to be an important success factor in delivering Web-based learning to SMEs: that of learning groups and chunks of learning
. Training of online tutors was carried out to support computer conferencing and match group size to anticipated activity levels and social interactions. At the outset learners’ levels of ICT skills were assessed, and system queries fielded by administrative and technical staff. Excessive ‘information overload’ resulted in group sizes being reduced, but client retention still remained a problem. Here again, a mismatch was found between the course’s academic orientation and the culture of SME clients. Restructuring includes banding of support into technical and specialist needs, and client tracking software to provide administrative help.

3.3
Support for e-learning: models of good practice

3.3.1
Learner-ICT interaction

The extent to which enabling technology has driven the shift towards learner-centered learning in all educational contexts is a matter of debate. The suitability of ICT as a means of encouraging self-directed learning is not in doubt, nor that the role of the teacher or tutor is changing to ‘guide on the side’: a facilitator, not transmitter, of information. Increasingly, more is demanded of the tutor in practical understanding of the capabilities of technology-based learning to provide learner support. Delivery using a/synchronous forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC) may, for instance, be more effective respectively for learner reflection and online discussion. Content design for self-paced online courses can build in features to support, engage and motivate learners, which might offer: relevant content, appropriateness, novelty, progression and follow-up, shared ownership, integration and interactivity, competitive targets, understanding and enthusiasm, and confidence building
. 

At the Marchmont learner support workshop, Steve Wilkinson of SkillSoft Corporation brought delegates up to date on current efforts by a corporate e-learning provider to integrate learner support within the technological environment. Steve pointed out that there are many options available for developing technology-based learning, including local downloads to hard disk, hosting services and standalone packages. Flexibility is paramount: learners want to take control of their learning, whether taking a whole course or one module only; using keyword searching; access to supplementary material; using an accelerated path; or accessing training and mentoring, with direct contact to a mentor.

There is a need to be able to transfer knowledge to the workplace. Tools are getting ever more sophisticated: the most appropriate option must be available amongst data, content and system support, but human support is at the end of the link. Mentoring is important, which is far more effective when mentors have been recruited within the organisation. Accelerated path learning consists of a series of self-assessment tests, where modules with experience are noted in options of courses available. In both ICT and soft skills there are a series of options available for learners to choose which bridge the gap between learning and skills, and encourage refreshing and revisiting learning. The difficulty is in giving people the confidence to apply the learning to skills.

The learning experience may include role-plays or advanced business simulations, coming in as the next generation. They will offer learners the opportunity to practice skills across a range of lessons and courses, with a variety of skills within a role-play environment. ‘Real life’ activities and environment, including phone calls and Web searching, will feed into customer services and management training and might occupy fifteen to thirty minutes of time per course. Also coming in are customisation toolkits tailoring training to the organisation, often in mix-and-match models including case studies, role play, and content tailored to individuals by adding in new audio elements, HTML content and online registration.

Performance support is designed to apply skills learned in the workplace using the following features:

· Search and learn: getting five minutes of training across 350 courses. A skill portal will put learners in touch with courses and professional bodies using push technologies, via a variety of sources and formats. Online human resources training are also available via the skill portal. 

· Online job aids: documents supporting learning processes, customised and e-mailed. They are fully interactive processes using CBT to refer to post training.

· Skills briefs: short factual skills description/roles, which can be read in five minutes and are customisable to the learner.

· Online mentoring: 24-hour response time. Learners can access subject matter experts. To move to e-learning requires a buy-in from all sectors of the community. There is access to synchronous chatrooms as an additional facility.

SkillSoft have developed a course in online mentoring competencies using simulated Intranet technology. Different approaches can be trialed within the learning environment, which permits a comfortable and private learning experience. Beyond integrated help features, further learner support is available using reference material, a coaching self-guide, and bibliographies: short sharp activities that don’t necessarily lead to qualifications, but can. These can provide an opportunity to make additional time available to get back into the habit of learning.

SkillSoft haven’t worked much as yet with SMEs; there is usually not access within SMEs to Intranet technology. The company anticipates being able to customise their offerings to SME needs and are working with colleges to explore this option. The overall UK educational market is also being investigated by SkillSoft, who are in discussions with colleges and TECs. Technical Innovation Management in Europe is exploring ways of transferring face-to-face to online training, but there are barriers to translation of ICT into practical skills and the human environment.

There is a need to have a blended approach, where human rather than machine-only interaction is favoured. SkillSoft admit that dropout rates are high for online content only, which requires a great deal of learner support. Learner support can also be delivered effectively in print form as well as online, but ICT interaction, simulation, and support can’t be done via paper. Learners need flexibility, and technology needs to remain simple.

Human input is the crucial factor. Availability of skilled tutors is declining; retraining carries with it psychological risk and cultural issues. Asynchronous interaction between peers is best, relating to real work experience and knowledge that tutors haven’t got. Simulations for skills training can be done practically and need not involve online, where collaborative support from peers interprets practical advice and turns it into learning. 

In discussion at the Marchmont workshop, delegates expressed concern that many SMEs don’t possess a technical nor human infrastructure for learner support. Access to ICT-based learning is needed by all employees, where one dedicated access point in a small organisation will not be sufficient. There is not as yet understanding of the complexity and context of support required for e-learning: current systems often emphasise technology-dominated knowledge. Reliability of the technology remains an issue in creating sustainable electronic communities, particularly within a business environment. The corporate nature of many private sector providers’ learning materials is seen to be a barrier to SMEs, with online learner support often unable to respond to the needs of diverse learners. Marketing implications exist in selection and effective targeting of a wide range of learners.

There were also concerns regarding entry level requirements for online learners. A basic level of ICT skills is a prerequisite; basic skills courses themselves may be wholly unsuited to online delivery, and learners unable to access essential support. Documentation for learner support, however well designed, may not be enough in itself for successful learning. One way forward may be to provide generic support via materials and specific support via learning centres or mentors. Initial diagnosis of individual learners’ needs will help to tailor provision, although learner drop-out rates may be higher for ICT-based learning: research findings suggest that if online content is rich and delivery poor, drop-out rate can range between 25-70%. Lessons from other media may be useful in sustaining learner engagement.

Issues of assessment and limitations of the online environment were also discussed. It may be more difficult for providers to identify individual learners’ problems online; qualitative assessment is more appropriate for basic IT skills, and interpersonal skills are unsuitable. Mentoring and sensitive human learner support are essential for these areas.

3.3.2
Learner-learner interaction

In parallel with learners taking responsibility for their own learning is their increasing involvement in supporting their own online learning community. Examples of good practice in such peer-peer support relate to such resources as online help discussion fora
 or frequently asked questions files, where learners with technical problems receive advice from other members of the group. Research into the nature of learner-learner interactions has highlighted use of personal experience, reference to external resources, comments on others’ contributions, introduction of new issues and questions
. 

Gerry Prendergast of Abacus Learning Systems presented good practice at the Marchmont workshop, on encouraging peer groups to provide online learner-learner support when delivering online learning to SME networks. As with provision of any SME learning, it was essential to identify the motivating factors for potential clients to answer the question ‘what’s in it for them’. Pre-course briefings should ensure that employees are well informed and that the course addresses perceived needs. The course needs to have a value assigned to it to promote organizational buy-in; experience has shown that dropout rates are greater in subsidized sessions.

It is important for learning champions to become involved from each partner organisation to generate sustained collective enthusiasm for learning, although where these are owner/managers an overly ‘top-down’ approach might be distrusted by employees. Champions should be rewarded with recognition, as has been successfully implemented with union learning representatives, but they must also be able to draw on their own network of support for peer exchange and informal development.

Collaborative learning is by its nature a social activity in which participants learn from each other, although for self-motivated individuals this may not be a requirement. Asynchronous learning promotes interaction at convenient times; online features such as virtual ‘coffee bars’ further stimulate social interaction, and physical learning centres provide additional contact. Involvement of a skilled online facilitator is essential to sustain learning in informal settings, where a well-structured course provides its own guidance for tutor participation.

Small group work, and learning in networks, calls for their own process of group identification which ideally begins with face-to-face interaction to build trust: the ‘forming, storming, norming, performing’ approach. In traditional face-to-face environments, implicit collaboration feeds back from students and roles are often more clear than in an online environment. Situated, collaborative learning whether traditional or online encourages confidence and independent learning, as participation transfers in positive and negative factors from peers’ own experiences. To avoid conflict of professional interests, mixed group learning often works best in SME networks.

Stimulating exchange can be achieved by passing round the role of ‘summarizer’ in online discussion, where providers, trainee mentors and tutors can gain experience as e-learners and develop respect for the process. Such peer-to-peer interaction reduces costs as well as promotes group learning. For tutors, skills include design and structuring of online community activities to optimize participation. Experience shows that online collaboration works best in groups of no less than four nor more than six; beyond this size, lurking sets in and learners’ enthusiasm begins to wane. Some people are more willing to share online than others, and contributions may need to be limited by the tutor. The pastoral role of the tutor includes counseling and information, advice and guidance functions; face-to-face facilitation skills often translate well online. Pairing online and face-to-face learning with other media such as videoconferencing can often prove a useful approach. 

In discussion, Marchmont workshop delegates endorsed the role of a learning network in ‘breaking the ice’ for new learners. Peer support should be integrated holistically with course materials and managed learning environments. Successful conditions for and elements of peer-to-peer learning include informality, fun, enjoyable, shared experiences. The environment for networking is also important, possibly away from the workplace; increased bonding can stimulate individual knowledge. Identification of champions and other environments for peer support were addressed by workshop participants, as was an awareness of informal learning mechanisms to get the best out of collaborative activities. In time, differential progression in online communities may need to be considered.

Experience of a long-established online network for business and community development is illustrated by CITINET of Sheffield.


3.3.3
Learner-tutor interaction

Learner-tutor interaction offers the human side of the online tutor, who should encourage and moderate online discussions, promoting social interactions between learners and encouraging creativity and reflective thinking. Studies have found that tutor presence ‘has a marked effect on the discourse’ even when low-key, and that there should be ‘equality of opportunity for participants to assume a variety of functions or roles’
. Learners may be reluctant to participate in online discussions through fear of inadequate contributions or misinterpretation; lack of access, time and motivation; absence of group identity or cohesion; or competitive barriers to knowledge sharing. In these instances, it is the tutor’s responsibility to encourage and support contributions from all learners in the peer group, perhaps including online participation as part of an overall assessment. Levels of learner participation have been positively linked to consistent tutor interactivity, but a decline in contributions is often to be expected as a course progresses.

The Open University is an acknowledged expert on tutor support for learners at a distance both for conventional and online course delivery. OU have applied good practice in face-to-face tutorials to technology-based learning, seeking to overcome isolation, stimulate exchange and provide enhanced materials in a ‘structured and supportive environment’
. The tutor’s role is crucial to draw together and clarify the work of the group, relate it to course concepts and identify learning outcomes achieved. Computer conferences were trialed as electronic tutorials, in which a tutor was given enhanced access privileges to support group tasks within a specified time frame. Tutor interactions could be one-to-one or one-to-many, and rely on mixed-mode activities for greater interest. Timing and structuring online interaction to set assignments and attaining ‘critical mass’ for group interaction were key challenges of this approach. Of particular note was a developing ‘Internet culture’, which demanded swifter replies and greater online support than traditional distance learning.

Further experience has been gained from overseas in the use of collaborative networks to promote interaction in small and large groups of distance learners. Application in Spain of the principles of small-group learning shed light
 on virtual group formation and dynamics, effective learning teams, and roles of learners and tutors. Collaboration was organized according to individual and group goals and learning tasks, members’ commitment and characteristics, modes and activities for communication and interaction. Learner support was integrated throughout to clarify group objectives and motivate participation. Collaborative learning was found to reinforce and engage learners and their social interactions. 

Elsewhere, the State University of New York has experienced dramatic growth in its dedicated online learning network
 to support lifelong learners of all ages. Faculties have been provided with a comprehensive online course instructional model to guide the design and development of asynchronous courses. Training of tutors has been targeted to the specific needs of the institution, and implemented within a facilitated online conferencing environment to support a continuing community of practice. Stages of course development include an induction area template, ‘chunking’ of courses into modules, creation of learning activities including evaluation, piloting the course and final assessment. Large-scale course delivery achieves consistency of quality of the tutors’ online environment and the learners’ experiences.

At Tyneside, Marchmont workshop participants considered the roles and training of the online tutor through the session of Julia Duggleby, ex-student and tutor on the South Yorkshire College Consortium’s LeTTOL (Learning to Teach On-Line) course, one of the longest established and most successful online tutor training courses in the UK
. The LeTToL course is delivered online in 120 hours over 20 weeks, with a basic six hours per week commitment. Learners work to deadlines, with cohorts of up to fifteen learners allocated to a single tutor. The course covers:

· A focus on understanding the learner

· What the online tutor has to be and do

· Support and training for the online tutor

Opening activities include a pre-course assessment before students begin the LeTTOL course; they are given all the information they need to start, as they might decide not to continue. Two-way communication is established through requesting a reply to ensure that the e-mail address works, often followed by searching exercises to establish levels of competence. It is important to get guidelines agreed at the outset, as achieving common consensus online ensures group alignment. There is a genuine benefit flowing to the group as a whole by developing a group identity.

A collaborative learning network Website facilitates work in learning sets: co-operative teams can aid retention and achieve higher level learning. Tacit knowledge is built upon, and can stimulate others and influence if made overt.

An online tutor has to be: able to use technology creatively, well organised, flexible and enthusiastic, gregarious, a good manager of learners and builder of team relations. Careful selection of personalities for online tutoring needs to go beyond competence in ICT only. Communication skills are important, as most contact will be asynchronous and text based. The tutor needs to be good at drawing people in and expressing thoughts clearly in written English, but careful with their vocabulary to avoid misunderstandings. To motivate and encourage learners the ability to read tones in e-mail is important, with a basic idea of the time that should be taken to respond and comment; for instance, a message should be acknowledged quickly even if there is no time to respond in full. Automated responses, however, can inhibit social communication. 

In online exchange, tutors need to be direct, constructive, proactive and positive, and open to criticism. There is an absence of visual cues in online environments; a tutor needs to be able to recognise learning styles. Amongst these, reflectors and theorists contribute better online than activists and pragmatists. A/synchronous environments have different strengths, but a robust system everywhere is needed for tracking learners. Learners’ own weekly learning diaries are also helpful, as are online summaries of discussions which pass between participants on a weekly basis. A peer to peer forum can be set up as a fail-safe mechanism to create support for each other. There is much contact amongst the LeTTOL tutor team via an ‘alumni conference’, which continues networking started when learning online. 

Marchmont workshop delegates considered that the role of the online tutor must also reflect counselling skills: more support is needed for tutors in that role, particularly as it is easier to refer learners on to counsellors online. Participants regarded online tutors as needing more peer support than other types of teaching and endorsed the concept of LeTTOL tutor support, which includes online exchange and mentoring for tutors and students. Boundaries between roles are shifting: becoming blurred when comparing online with face to face methods, but more distinct for mentor and specialist tutors. A debate is underway regarding the relationship between technical knowledge and tutoring. The tutor should be able to maximise use of the learner support environment for availability and access of online tutoring, and draw on knowledge of course content and planning. Ideally and if needed, the tutor ought to review options for adapting the technological environment and online course materials to suit the learning community.

There are sets of different client facing skills for tutors in an online environment, with implications for students if they’re not got right: the role of the learner supporter is more complex than has been appreciated. Differences of opinion exist as regards status of online tutors: they deal with many more tutees than other types of facilitator, often at a lower rate of pay. Call centre operatives, with their own set of learner support skills, might fare even worse. There is a need for more research as to a ‘proper’ tutor-student ratio, and case studies on number of tutoring hours per student would be useful. Fundamental issues exist too in monitoring and funding learners. The particular skills needed for tutoring online extend to ensuring that a tutor knows how to contract with a learner. 

The strategic role of call centre staff has been illustrated in London by an AZTEC project. 


Online courses must evolve and develop according to the potential of the delivery system, with dynamic course content that reflects changing technologies. Computer based training technology has held back developments and put people off through poor quality materials and practices. Policymakers often don’t understand where online learning fits in: Tyneside experience has pointed up a lack of strategy when integrating perspectives in online developments, in which tutors can be marginalised. Institutional expectations include ready transferability of skills from online to practice but this is not always achievable; similarly, some teaching methods are not suitable for effective transfer to online delivery. 

Workshop delegates acknowledged that a new organisational infrastructure is needed by providers of online learning to companion the new skill sets of online tutors. There are issues of capital management, for instance, which might lead to consideration of building disposal to permit technology investment. As much online learning began in community settings, only now are we gaining a better understanding of issues surrounding its transfer into other locations and circumstances. The potential of Learning and Skills Councils to be an agent of change is enormous.

3.4
Competencies for online tutors

Based on experience from higher education and industry, emerging frameworks of competencies for online tutors provide real opportunities for transfer of good learner support practice between cultures and sectors. Technical support skills address management of systems, conferencing and communication environments; online moderating competencies act to encourage and facilitate learner processes and tasks, and link social, cultural and learning contexts. At the centre is development, socialisation, and knowledge construction of learners. Characteristics of effective e-moderators include confidence and skills in group facilitation, building of trust, communication and engagement, online community development and purposeful discussion
.

A recent report examines in depth roles of tutors in teaching, developing and supporting learners in the workplace primarily through technology-based training
. Four prototype models of workplace tutorial support with associated competencies were identified: asynchronous desk-based learning via intranet, advice at a drop-in learning centre, timetabled group face to face sessions, and to illustrate points in a presentation. The report highlighted further tutorial roles in customer support, technical help desks, line management, and mentoring/coaching. Advice and guidance functions also support workplace learners in needs analysis, counselling and career planning. Tutors’ working knowledge integrates situated subject knowledge, pedagogical content, experience of learners and effective learning methods. The use of competence frameworks is recommended to evaluate tutors’ effectiveness, identify their professional development needs and develop job descriptions and courses for tutors. A model list of online tutor competencies is provided by the IITT (Institute of Information Technology Training). 

Competencies for online learner support in the workplace map well onto the Employment NTO’s draft framework of employment occupational standards for learning and development practitioners. Amongst the many skills included are alignment of individual and organisational development; learning needs identification and programme design; group and individual facilitation of learning; mentoring and coaching; monitoring, assessment and evaluation; and quality assurance. Beyond its immediate application to benchmarking state-funded training provision via the Learning and Skills Councils and the new Adult Learning Inspectorate, the framework aims to harmonise UK trainer training practice with workplace training elsewhere in the European Union.

On the Marchmont Web site, Barrie Oxtoby noted the wider implications of  development of competencies for learner supporters:

One of the UfI's declared aims are to improve employer competitiveness. Unless they are recommending how the 'competencies' issue is being addressed, then very little impact will be apparent. Your subject is critical to business-related learning whatever the environment.

The Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) derived its own set of competencies
 for online tutors in a course of study leading to a Higher National award. The tutor-training programme contains much good practice in learner support, which is an integral part of the qualification. Recommendations for guiding learners from the outset include establishing communications etiquette, expected levels of service, contacts for technology failures and problem reporting. Development of personal learning plans according to learning styles, study skills, online assessment methods, approaches to and techniques for learner support, and integrating online support for learning are all covered. The University for Industry has drawn from the SQA specification to derive its developing framework for key skills in online tutors supporting learners, which will be covered in more depth in the following section. 

3.5
Challenges for e-learning

Delegates to the Marchmont workshop identified general concerns with delivery of online support for online learning, as much present support provision is via face-to-face contact. Although learners are taking advantage of the flexible options provided by the technical environment, continuing difficulties include confidence building, the application of online learning and a reliable channel for mentoring support. Within the complexity of learner support available it is important to recognise the current limitations of ICT-based environments and how they constrain learning.

There are also questions as to suitability of students for online learning, whether by personality characteristics; motivation, willingness and disposition to learn; and particular learning style.

Potential providers of online learning to SMEs need to be aware that small businesses lack a support infrastructure for online learning, which could add to their learners’ sense of isolation. Providers need a strategic approach to managing e-learning, which may include different assessment processes to ensure learners can cope with an unfamiliar medium. Problems for providers may arise in funding and funding models, which often do not keep pace with developments in online learning.


4
The UfI model of learner support

4.1
Introduction

The UfI strategy for providing three-tier online support for its learners will be tested to its limit at Hubs and learning centres in the coming months, including the training of tutors at all three levels: Type 1 - basic, Type 2 - facilitation/mentoring and Type 3 -specialist support. Within these three tiers there are a variety of roles that may be drawn upon by a mix of tutors whose support is guaranteed to learners via UfI centres. It remains to be seen whether this typology will be sufficient to cover a further range of anticipated skills needs in information, advice and guidance; ICT/technical ‘helpdesk’ support; customer call centres; marketing; and SME business support. Application of the pilot framework to needs of UfI learners remote from centres, in the workplace and at home, will also require ongoing review. 

UfI guidance notes address minimum levels of staffing and tasks, skills and knowledge of Type 1 and 2 tutors depending on type of learning centre; Type 3 tutors’ details are held in a central database for contact by Hubs and centres. Implicit in this approach is training for customer facing staff. Further UfI guidelines have been developed for setting up online learning communities, their development and facilitation. It includes Hub learner support planning and implementation and tutor allocation and training, and a tutor guide to the UfI conferencing environment
.

Staff development modules have been based on tutor competencies derived for the Scottish Qualifications Authority Higher National award, and include:

Module 1: 
The background and the practice

Module 2:
Learning centres’ roles and responsibilities

Module 3:
Customer service

Module 4:
Equal opportunities

Module 5:
Health and safety

Module 6:
ICT and learning centres

Module 7:
Good practice in distance learning

Module 8:
Online learning

Module 9:
Initial assessment

Module 10:
Learning and study skills

Module 11:
Basic skills for adult learning

Module 12:
UK qualifications

Module 13:
Labour market information skills

Module 14:
Small and medium sized enterprises

Module 15:
Support for learners

Module 16:
Online tutoring

At the Marchmont learner support workshop, the final session was presented by Liz Kitson of Learning World, one of the longest-running learner centres in the UK. Experience of learner support at Learning World predates the establishment of UfI as well as its earlier Sunderland pilot, and provides an important longitudinal view as to how learner support strategies and implementation have been tailored to learners over time. Learning World is able to offer a valuable perspective on how the UfI learner support framework is likely to operate in practice, based on its own long experience as a centre which has adapted to online learning over time.

4.2 Learner-community interaction: the case of Learning World

Learning World was set up five years ago as a university-college partnership venture, in a ‘lifestyle location’ near a shopping centre/retail park. Funding is received through HEFCE, the FEFC and ESF: capital expenditure has been provided by the university and revenue funding by the college; with whose courses fees are aligned. The centre also runs commercial courses. At present 60% of learners pay for courses whilst 40% are subsidised.

Basic skills learning is provided up to a Masters level in IT with incremental provision and progression, as well as many accredited courses including NVQs. Some learners come to Learning World through the learndirect helpline, whilst New Deal learners come from business. All receive a helpful welcome, product knowledge and in depth information and advice in a comfortable and informal environment. Flexible provision includes opening hours of 9 am to 9 p.m. and weekends. 

There are a variety of learners within the catchment: workers in the retail park are not interested; other learners will come as individuals without the knowledge of employers. In some sectors, such as retail, staff prospects will not be improved through training and staff are concerned about perceived ‘overskilling’. Many older learners are from the voluntary sector. Learners are very mixed, with differing levels and needs in the same space. To succeed there has to be an adult disposition to learn, which is distinct from children’s physical/social/emotional development. Achievement rates were very poor at the outset of the centre; learners wanted roll-on, roll-off arrangements and were not that bothered about progression, although qualifications are subsidised. Retention is very important as a measure of the enjoyable quality of the experience, for which the centre operates a feedback system.

Learner support is critical to the success of Learning World, as is engagement with learners: first impressions are very important. All Learning World staff are learner supporters, and staff are mostly learners themselves (Type 1). The centre has a culture of growing its own staff and have built up their own corps of online tutors, with continuing staff development an important consideration. In addition there are many part-time tutors in Tyneside who may be able to commit up to one hour per week, although formal mechanisms for their paid employment are not yet resolved. An early arrangement with the college for tutor supply never developed; tutors train at the centre and move on to the college, not the other way round. 

The spread of online technology-based learning has progressed over the lifetime of the centre: original learning provision used print-based materials together with computer based training. Audio formats have been found useful with special needs learners. Now face-to-face learning is used as an initial experience to be transferred to an online environment, requiring separate technical support. Challenges lie in transferring learning centre support to a virtual environment and how to replicate the success of face-to-face learning electronically, as online delivery is viewed with suspicion by other learners.

Online tutor training will be done jointly with UfI to develop the online community, as tutors should be able to provide face-to-face and/or online support. Type 3 support will be shared amongst all the learning centres in the UfI Hub. The e-learning manager gives Type 2 support, and also supports virtual learners doing online tutoring modules, providing friendly motivational support and much personal contact.

4.3
Tutor roles and learner support

There was a great deal of discussion by Marchmont workshop delegates on the definition of roles and responsibilities for the three types of UfI tutor. Depending on size of learning centre or access point, one person could cover all three roles. Interpretation is significant: Types 1 and 2 have more in common and their involvement with administration is likely to cause some blurring of the roles, while specialist Type 3 support is different. 

There is currently widespread confusion over delivery of types of UfI learner support, with flexibility needed to allocate additional roles envisaged. Type 1 tutors as ‘front line’ staff might include in their remit marketing of online learning, although the present constraints of lengthy enrolment times could limit their promotional activities. Type 2 staff will require training and guidance on learning methodology, while Type 3 tutors will need understanding of content and the online environment as well as motivating and actively supporting learners. 

Workshop participants were concerned that present distinctions between types of learner support are unhelpful, not clearly articulated and not yet confirmed by experience. There is a danger that a ‘hierarchy of roles’ will develop that will skew staff perception of their own contributions: all are of equal importance, and expectations of Type 1 tutors particularly are very high. Learners’ own initial expectations of and approaches to all types of tutor are likely to be confused, which may act as a barrier to targeted and effective learner support: where access to Types 2 and 3 support are both needed together, inappropriate communications may lead to poor response. The Types may however be useful as a descriptive tool, to identify the learner's stage of progression and the range of opportunities/roles for
support staff.


UfI underestimate and overlook the amount of information, advice and guidance needed by learners and seem to assume learners are already confident. Provision of clear accurate course information is vital to Type 1 staff, especially an awareness of a broad range of learning options to redirect the client as required and not assume that the UfI product is necessarily right for the learner. In depth advice and guidance provision is not only anticipated for the Type 1 role, but should be embedded within learning centre services and attract dedicated funding. Monitoring should be carried out by learning centres of levels of learners’ expectations for quality of advice and guidance and progression routes available. Learner logs can track skills and knowledge development, as well as absences that may imply lack of satisfaction. 

Christine Davies of Sheffield TEC had this to say about their experience of advice and guidance provision as part of their ILA Learner Support Service:

We worked in partnership with Sheffield Careers Guidance Service to develop a means of supporting these non-traditional learners to make best possible use of the ILA and in their return to learning…we decided to create a more proactive integration of support services that each participant receives on an ongoing basis:

Initial customer care follow up to develop communication and identify any problems in using their ILA or identifying courses, or getting on their chosen courses etc. Then on going contact in an unobtrusive manner, by the same advisor, so that a rapport could be developed and the individuals felt comfortable talking though their bigger issues such as barriers to certain types of learning, poor learning experiences in the past, problems they are having with the course they selected, their longer term career and learning plans.


The integration of IAG services into the ILA programme was just one output. Most significantly was, I believe, the opportunity for these individuals to feel that what they were doing, to up-skill themselves, was recognised by someone as being of worth. There is someone who genuinely wants to know how they are finding the return to learning experience, who will help them access the correct information, who will make contact with other organisation on their behalf, if they lack confidence, time or information to do so.


Also thought useful by workshop delegates was the provision of a tailored learner support service, where a learner could contract for a particular level of support felt to be appropriate. Support requirements however may not be the same for all categories or types of learner, and perceptions not match actual needs. Online discussion confirms that developing Hubs and learning centres are sensitive to the different capabilities of a/synchronous types of support: synchronous is considered an ideal, but difficult to manage with a personal tutor in practice. Strategies for collaborative sharing of tutors in a ‘tutor pool’ are one possible way forward. Auxiliary support, such as that required to cover assistance with funding and childcare, would be essential to promote social inclusion. Unemployed learners, the disabled and other disadvantaged groups are also likely to need additional administrative capacity to verify their status.

In Marchmont online discussion, Zoey Fencott of Jubilee Arts offered their experience:

I feel strongly that every learner is different, even those that decide to follow similar programmes and outcomes have different learning needs and requirements. Following our ADAPT projects, we have now come to the conclusion that a whole host of learner support needs to be included in every project so that each learner has a suitable avenue to access. This includes mentoring/befriending/on-line tutors, group chatback and a kind of LETS programme which allows individuals within a learning group to offer support in their strongest areas in return for support from other 
learners in their appropriate area. It all adds to a good learning experience. We have also found that disguised learning aids the less confident who grow immensely after discovering just how much they have learnt, particularly when it comes to Basic Skills programming. 

Regarding online learners at a distance from learning centres in the workplace and at home, there is as yet lack of clarity: as to whether a separate model of learner support would be more appropriate to cover roles of tutors in different settings, or if access considerations are likely to favour a twin model in future. There are split considerations, for instance, as to whether a workplace mentor might provide Type 2 support or whether dedicated Type 4 support might be a better match, which could overcome a perceived credibility gap between SMEs and many public providers. Availability of Type 4 tutor skills amongst private sector providers is open to question.

In Marchmont Website online discussion, Mike Marchant made the following important point:

Ufi and learndirect already have a significant problem with SMEs in terms of the 'visibility' of learning opportunities and the value placed on them by small firms, most of which have fewer than ten employees. The issue of learning support is something which can only be addressed by first understanding that businesses need to see or sense the benefits offered by learning opportunities and that SMEs are only too aware that the sales messages concerning ‘lifelong learning' are generally supply-driven.


In this environment, it is important that learner support - should keep some focus on measuring the benefits which occur in the workplace. Employers who, with guidance perhaps, can see the impact of someone's learning activities on business performance will put value on that learning and on learning activity in general. One implication of this is that the learning which takes place must be designed, if only in part, to benefit the business as well as the individual but the irony is that too few learning products make this connection. Another implication s that learning support must begin by defining or knowing in detail the objectives of an individual's learning 
activity and should be able - when an SME is involved - to establish links with business performance objectives.


Yet it is questionable whether a substantial number of people based in hubs, learning centres or remote services have the knowledge, skills or experience to provide support of this kind - and whether SMEs are generally able or willing to provide clear information on their objectives.
Cultural issues around learner support could include a commercial model of UfI support that will be viable for the business, the Hubs or other
learndirect clients. As Hubs are however mainly public sector, there are doubts as to whether they could dictate their terms in the same way as commercial companies. There needs to be a balance that ensures viability for the Hubs and effective support for the learner within a consistent delivery framework.

For home learners, there is a basic level of ICT competence required. Initial contact – being able to speak to someone – is very important, especially as one of the challenges of an IT support helpdesk is that learners don’t always ask the right questions. Human support, generic and specific, is needed; specialist support is not enough, and the first stage (Type 1) is vital to the rest. Urgent questions arise as to responsibility for IT support: does it reside with UfI or at the local centre? Within the current envisaged tutor training framework, local learning centres will not possess sufficient skills to provide technical support.

5 Recommendations for UfI/policymakers

The recommendations which follow from the Marchmont Observatory workshop on learner support are allocated into two sections: those dealing with generic issues of learner support in most, if not all, learning environments, and those looking specifically at issues of online learner support to inform the developing UfI context.

5.1
Generic learner support

· Effective learner support, whether online or face-to-face, has to be individually targeted to the learners’ needs

· In communities of practice, learner support must address collective as well as individual learning

· A supportive culture provides learner support at organisational level

· Senior staff act as influential learning champions to promote involvement by workplace learners

· High trust, interfirm networks are excellent support channels for cascading learning

· Learner support should work with existing learning pathways in relevant contexts for best results

· Use the social aspects of learning to encourage formation of collaborative learning networks

· Group formation and identification underpins collaborative learning

· Use hybrid forms of learner support: face-to-face combined with online; generic and specific support is a useful approach for collaborative learners

· Tutor competencies for on- and offline environments should not be considered in isolation from teacher/trainer skills development

· Union learning advocates offer exemplary practice in workplace learner support

· Mentoring practice builds on informal support networks, encourages interaction and is transferable between learning environments

· It is essential for mentors and learner supporters to experience learning themselves

· Learners’ needs require early identification to plot a long term strategy for support delivery

· Supplementary learner support must also be provided: advice services, funding, childcare 

· Drop-out rates do not necessarily represent learner failure nor ineffective support

· Learning and Skills Councils have the opportunity to transform support services for learners in the workplace

5.2
Online learner support

· Much more clarity and guidance from UfI is needed as to roles and responsibilities linked to types of tutor support

· UfI needs to address learner supporter roles not included in its three-tier typology: information, advice and guidance; IT technical assistance; call centre staff; learner support in the workplace (Type 4)

· UfI types of learner support may be too rigid to accommodate some learners

· UfI learner centres should monitor learners’ expectations as a quality check

· Online learner support must be everywhere accessible for maximum flexibility

· Quality learner support is of strategic importance in marketing e-learning

· Use learner logs to chart progress for learners and tutors

· Utilisation of multimedia and mentoring can provide effective support for disabled learners

· Unrealistic providers’ service levels undermines confidence in learner support

· Asynchronous peer-to-peer interaction enriches online tutor based support 

· Paper-based learner support may not be sufficient in an online environment

· The anonymity of online learning can present a barrier to supporting learner progression

· Lessons from other media are useful in sustaining online engagement and designing support

· Involvement of a skilled online facilitator is essential to sustain informal learning

· Peer and tutor support should be integrated holistically with course materials and managed learning environments

· There is a need for further research on online tutor-student ratios and number of tutoring hours per student

· A substantial shift in expectations and confidence is needed for learner acceptance of online support 

· Not all students will benefit from online learning despite support

· SMEs lack an infrastructure for online learning, which could worsen learners’ isolation

· Funding models for providers may not keep pace with online learning developments

6 Conclusions

Learner support of whichever form is critical to the effectiveness of learning regardless of age group or background, and whether achieved via traditional or innovative methods. For a large-scale initiative such as UfI that introduces novel technologies to non-traditional learners, it is even more important that learner support be readily available, consistent in quality and targeted to individual learners’ needs. 

For all forms of learner support engagement with learners must take place as early as possible, to help people identify the potential of the medium for their own development and articulate their needs. To encourage learning in the workplace, enhancement of existing support roles of supervisors, mentors and particularly union learning representatives has proved a beneficial approach. For the disabled, online learning is excellent for improving access and raising self-esteem. Their valued contributions will level the playing field of learning.

It is important to recognise that successful learning is not only about completion. Much progress can be made throughout the learning path, but is less easy to measure and assess: how effectively does a learner reflect on and apply what has been learned? How do the many roles of the learner support worker differentiate and map to the UfI three-tier model for learning centres? Discussions are underway to consider whether to involve SME advisors, such as PBA and SBS staff, to help small companies identify learning opportunities. Partnership frameworks are not yet in place to define these work-based supporters within the UfI structure. Cultural issues arise: where are the boundaries with IT consultancy, and who sets those expectations?

Public and voluntary sectors have no monopoly on learner support. Business is seen more and more as supporting learning within its core operations, with global markets, advancing technologies and developing infrastructures increasing competitive pressures on large and small companies alike. Private sector providers are making significant progress in attracting corporate clients for online learning. Flexible, responsive learner support is a key part of their strategy to deliver relevant and targeted training to clients with prior experience of uneven public provision.

For companies and individuals it is essential that support build on positive expectations and not disappoint, as the reluctant learner could be lost. Other forms of learning technologies have much good practice to inform application of innovative media. Interactive digital TV will transform access to learning, giving instant reach into many more homes of non-traditional learners than has previously been possible. Evidence from overseas suggests that cable technology has promoted domestic Internet use as it ‘piggy backs’ on existing infrastructure. All indications are that once the demand for online learning has been generated, it will expand very quickly. Widespread accessible learner support will be of central importance to capture the market as it develops and ensure that learners’ needs are effectively met.

With the advent of the UfI there is an excellent opportunity to devise an inclusive model of lifelong learning support that takes into account emerging lessons from higher education and corporate environments, and applies them to a much more diverse learning clientele. The impending arrival of Learning and Skills Councils will be very important in applying good practice from government-funded pilots, and driving forward active engagement with learners throughout the UK regions.

Case study: Learners at Work





The ADAPT Round 3 project Learners at Work brings together public sector agencies and education providers throughout Gloucestershire. It is aiming to produce a toolkit on learner support for ICT-based learning in the workplace, specifically targeted to SMEs. Project programmes include development of an online training needs analysis assessment tool, learner supporter and mentoring training, and the brokering of an electronic network for SMEs.





Beneficiaries of the project include 1000 SME owner/managers of manufacturing and land-based companies of fewer than 25 employees, as well as the employees themselves. Training in, and receipt of, learner support and mentoring by both groups ensures a balanced approach that links experience with practice. A pilot Internet training programme is also underway that offers ‘taster’ sessions to SME owner/managers and has been enthusiastically received by many small firms in Gloucestershire.





Learner supporter training includes a focus on roles and responsibilities; access to information, advice and guidance; and development of ICT skills for learning. The mentoring programme is setting up an electronic network for SMEs on electronic issues and a pool of existing mentors and trainees. Some mentors are drawn from large companies, but all mentees will be from SMEs. The eventual aim is to establish a self-sustaining electronic network of mentors and businesses that will continue to cascade good practice in learner support into Gloucestershire. 














Case study: Birds Eye Walls





In conjunction with the Union Learning Fund, Birds Eye Walls at Humberside has set up ‘Springboard’ courses for employees to achieve formal non-vocational qualifications. Workers attend assessment courses to identify their personal development needs, and then link with a local union learning representative who liases with college providers for appropriate courses. The flexible learning programmes are ideal for shift and part-time workers, who have stimulated demand for learning elsewhere in the workforce. Courses are anticipated to expand to incorporate other Birds Eye Walls plants nationally.





Successful partnerships were set up by the GMB and the AEEU using the local college network for accreditation, links with Humberside TEC for Individual Learning Account support and company support. As well as encouraging employee development, the programme has highlighted the changing role of the shop steward - with more emphasis on positive leadership and less on conflict resolution.








Case study: London Learning Zone Call Centre





The call centre consists of a freephone help line that offers information and advice on learning opportunities available at a place, time and cost to suit the client. The call centre is open during office hours and staffed by three trained call centre executives. All enquirers’ details are logged and, once identified as being eligible for the project, callers are provided with an information pack within 24 hours; within two weeks, a follow-up contact from the local adult guidance service.





The call centre aims to:


offer as many learning opportunities to new learners as possible by accessing an up-to-date set of information on local learning opportunities


increase the amount of learning taking place within the area, and strengthen the partnerships with local learning centres by promoting their services to customers


filter all callers that are eligible for UfI and refer them to a learning centre


motivate at least 50% of those referred to use their invitation and visit a centre


maintain accurate records of all customers and makes these available to the guidance service on a weekly basis.








Case study: A learning city





CITINET was set up in 1998 to encourage demand for, and extend access to, learning for all of Sheffield’s residents, and coordinate citywide learning centre activity, funding and provision. Funded by Skills Challenge, CITINET consists of a consortium of public and private sector partners and providers including Sheffield College, city council and TEC, science technology parks, a major shopping centre, an employers’ federation and a union.





The CITINET network provides a framework to develop online learning using ICT. The network has had to work round uneven levels of infrastructure investment, but mapping of provision has helped to inform future development strategies. Beyond the technical infrastructure, many other issues have arisen around marketing, development of ICT support skills, and equipment depreciation. The high profile of community groups and businesses within the initiative has highlighted differences in sectoral access and capacity, between small-scale organizations and large companies. CITINET are now operators of the Sheffield Hub and are able to capitalize on their early development of an inclusive online learning community.








Case study: Lanarkshire On-Line Learning





The ADAPT Round 3 project is an innovative public-private partnership of two FE colleges and a commercial software provider. Project aims are to engage Lanarkshire learning providers in developing their skills and knowledge in design, delivery and support of online learning, and introduce SME employees to the electronic training medium.





Each SME is provided with a multimedia PC and ISDN connection. The approach is demand led, through initial investigation and formalisation of training needs, using online delivery with remote tutor support. Following a preliminary training needs analysis, within each SME a project champion is identified and in-house mentors developed as a first line of support for trainees.





Tutor-supported learning materials are being delivered via a learning environment that includes communication facilities and reporting capabilities. Formative assessment of learners gives feedback on individual progress; subsequent summative assessment might include submission of assignments towards levels of accreditation where appropriate. 
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