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UWIDEC, Cave Hill Activities (August 01 2002 to October 15, 2003)

PART 1: ACTIVITIES

I. Activities relating to student support services

(1) Represented UWIDEC in meetings relating to the implementation of Banner system for student administration.

(2) Monitored the registration and examination processes including scheduling issues, adherence to deadlines, reporting of results, etc.

(3) Mounted two orientation sessions for the distance learners in Barbados.  

(4) Facilitated the restarting of B.A. (with major in French) at a distance for the academic year 2002-2003. 

(5) Undertook a research to assess the implications of a virtual environment for the provision of student support services. (The findings were presented in an international conference). 

(6) Facilitated the resolution of problems referred by students, faculty and registry officials.

II. Activities relating to research

(1) Redesigned the evaluation instrument for student feedback. 

(2) Updated the database of the UWI DE courses and posted it in the Association of Atlantic Universities (AAU) Site.

(3) Carried out course and tutor evaluation and prepared a report.

(4) Compared the pass rates of distance learners in the Eastern Caribbean with those of face-to-face students and prepared a report. 

(5) Conducted a connectivity survey with particular reference to B.Sc. Management Studies and prepared a report.   

(6) Prepared a matrix reflecting the system-wide status of all DE courses (i.e., the composition of each course package, course coordinators, tutors, faculty, campuses from which the course originated, etc.)    

III. Activities relating to course production    

(1) Designed ED25C – Pedagogical Developments in Foreign Language Education.  
(2) Revised MS34B – International Business Management and discussed the possibility of revising MS27A – Business Law for next offering. 

(3) Maintained EC16A – Introductory Statistics (i.e., supplementary materials were created).  

(4) Posted FD13A – Law, Governance, Society and Economy on WebCT on experimental basis.  

(5) Conducted several meetings with course coordinators in connection with the maintenance or revision of their respective courses.  

(6) Obtained copyright clearance for some of the articles that form part of the course packages. 

IV. Activities relating to projects

(1) Conducted a CIDA-funded CARICOM workshop on the development of distance learning materials.

(2) Managed the JITL project awarded by the Organization of American States (OAS).

(3) Conducted training programmes in JITL for UWIDEC staff, Course Coordinators, Local Tutors, Site Coordinators and Technicians. 

(4) Submitted reports to OAS about the progress of project implementation including details about budgets. 

(5) Submitted, on invitation, a project proposal on quality concerns in open learning to the Commonwealth of Learning (COL).

(6) Submitted, on invitation, a project concept note for CD-based learning, and subsequently on its approval, a detailed project proposal.  

(7) Participated in a quality indicators project of the Inter-American Distance Education Consortium (CREAD). (The indicators prepared were commented upon). 

(8) Facilitated the digital video shooting of a minimal access (laproscopic) surgery workshop with a view to preparing CD-based materials for possible dissemination to practising surgeons in the Region.     

PART 2: ISSUES

I. Revision of Course Components
The policy of course development/production must be robust enough to accommodate the revision exercise and the how of it, including the deliverables expected of the revision. Because of the efforts involved and inputs required, course development/production must transcend the domain of instructional designers and their associates and accommodate student support services and research personnel. It is therefore essential that: 

(1) the notion of revision
 is defined, lest it will mean different things to different people.

(2) factors
 that determine the need for revision are identified.  

(3) a contract showing the nature of deliverables expected is drafted;

(4) fee structures based on the services/deliverables expected are evolved;

(5) budgetary provisions are created. 

Course development/production must keep in view the emerging interest in, and concerns about, online provision, and the revision of course components must be seen within the context of the instructional system. 

II. Revamping Instructional System/Package  

Minutes # 12 (APC Minutes – March 24, 2003): ..the University cannot move directly to virtual education but must preserve it existing delivery mechanisms for a transition period…it will take time to move to a more independent role….   

The revision exercise must lead to, or be accommodated within, a fundamental change in the instructional system advanced here. To effect technology-enhanced learning and to address some of the teething problems in academic management, this change is not only desirable but also necessary. 

Print materials, tutorials at a distance (through teleconference network) and face-to-face tutorials (through local tutors), continuous assessment (i.e., mid-term test or course assignments) and final evaluation (i.e., examination) constitute the current instructional system of UWIDEC. The UWIDEC system suggests that a 3-credit course requires about 100 hours of student dedicated time (80% for print and 20% for tutorials – 12% for face-to-face tutorials and 8% for teleconference sessions) plus student private time, which varies depending on the rigour/requirements of courses and inclination of students. An analysis of this composition, however, will indicate that there is nothing like a student dedicated time in distance education. Put differently, the 100-hour stipulation is more of an instruction to the course coordinators and curriculum teams than of a stipulation for learners. This then refers to the quantum of information provided (in print form and through tutorials) that is supposed to engage learners for about 100 hours. Admittedly, there is no scientific way, however, to monitor it, when materials are produced (Is the content density of a particular course such that it engages a learner for 100 hours?). The content density of one course, for example, may be more or less demanding than the other. To reiterate, in distance learning contexts, whatever time students spend on their learning is to be considered their private time. That is to say, while there is a need for a mechanism to look into the quantum and quality of instruction, UWIDEC should not be constrained by the existing time distribution of various components of the instructional package. Being inherently a flexible mode of delivery, distance education should be a liberating force if anything and not a restraining one.      

Revamping of the existing instructional system will provide UWIDEC with some ‘instructional’ solutions to address such concerns as: 

(a) limited bandwidth capacity vs. teleconferencing sessions for each course; 

(b) scheduling of network time vs. number of courses (One estimate suggests UWIDEC has about 240 hours – 12 weeks x 5 days x 4 hours – of distance education specific network time per semester);

(c) nature/quality of teleconference sessions vs. cost (network costs, student opportunity costs, staff costs); 

(d) small number of student population vs. social commitment/local tutors;

(e) higher level courses vs. paucity of expertise; 

(f) large student population vs. space/number of local tutors; 

(g) number of courses vs. space for student contact sessions, materials storage, etc. 

What does revamping entail? 

Between the present print-based environment and a web-based one that we envision, there should be a phase that almost seamlessly bridges these two, and that phase can be called a CD-based environment. This phase is seamless primarily because it can assume any one or a combination of the following four forms of delivery: independent, integrated, supplementary and complementary. That is to say, CDs can be used either as stand alones or with the print-based and/or web-based environments.      


The projection is that a CD-based environment will ease the current and future load (as we add more courses from the current disciplines and/or other disciplines on our network, the traffic on which is already very heavy, leaving the persons who make schedules for teleconferencing disillusioned, to say the least. It is also not impossible to offer the degree programmes in modularised versions in terms of certificates (credit or non-credit) working in tandem with Tertiary Level Institutions, School of Continuing Studies and other agencies). In addition, the cost-factor (institutional, economic and opportunity costs) continues to be a veritable cause for concern particularly in a scenario in which the impact of teleconferencing sessions on student learning continues to be elusive. (We are still to ‘quantify’ the pedagogical returns on the time and cost invested in the network – does it really facilitate learning?) It is in this context that a CD-based environment is being advanced, though we are yet to ascertain the number of students who will have easy access to computers (at home/workplaces/Sites), let alone the question of connectivity, in case this environment is bundled with web resources. 

By introducing CDs, we will either remove or reduce the time now allocated for teleconferencing sessions, which in essence implies CDs will replace or augment the network services. This will have implications for instructional strategy, staff, learners and cost. For example: 

(a) course packages will include CDs (where necessary, dictated by course requirements, tutor availability, cost, etc.);  

(b) more flexibility (than teleconferencing sessions can offer) to learners in that contact sessions are not time and place-bound;

(c) reduced, distributed and/or optimal use of the network;

(d) less costly (needs to be worked out however);

(e) more information can be packed than is possible now;

(f) equity in instruction in that every student, irrespective of where he or she is, is provided with uniform instructional experience.  Also, experts or authorities on the subjects within and from outside the Region can be captured on CDs, and this will certainly add value to the courses and enrich student experience as they get exposed to different perspectives.   

(g) when used in combination with face-to-face/teleconference sessions, time can be spent more on such activities as decision-making, problem-solving, etc., than on mere information dissemination. 

(h) when ready for web-based environment, the CDs can form part of the environment. (In other words, the time, efforts and costs spent on the production of CDs will not go waste). 

(i) when used with print materials, learners can have a synchronised learning experience in that unlike the current practice of reading the materials and then awaiting oral instruction, reading and listening can be combined. Print materials will then be produced in such a way as to indicate to learners where they can stop reading and reach for CDs. 

(j) classroom teachers/learners can also benefit from the CDs as they can be used in that context as well. (If CDs or services are sold (after plugging all the IP issues, if any), this will prove to be an excellent/additional avenue to generate revenue for UWIDEC.) 

The list above is not exhaustive, but comprehensive enough to give the members an idea how CDs help make the instructional system robust, which in turn helps lessen administrative and instructional problems UWIDEC currently faces.   

Does UWIDEC have in-house capacity – human resources and equipment – to produce CDs and offer services? 

I tend to believe so. The only constraint I see now is the time to put in place appropriate policy – if the argument is accepted in principle. The policy of using CDs, and later web-based environments, will give an alternative to the present networked-based technology enhanced learning. The policy, when put in place, will guide the time we spend on the production and delivery of courses.     

What might be the costs involved? 

Production of CDs to lessen teleconferencing/face-to-face sessions may meet with some resistance, but that needs to be faced. If we have the resolve to do it, we will, as the ultimate aim is to serve the learners better, irrespective of whether they are in campus countries or are in non-campus ones.  There could be resistance from course coordinators/tutors, if they see CDs are purported to replace their roles. Of course, their roles will change, but this needs to be addressed. Besides reassuring them that they will remain the first point of contact to provide us with the subject content for the CDs, they need to be informed that their services will suitably be compensated for, based on a contract that defines the services/deliverables required. There could also be resistance from UWIDEC staff themselves, if this is seen as  additional work. A policy on the use of CDs will resolve this potential tension, as this exercise then becomes part of the responsibilities they are required to carry out. In other words, the time now spent on print material production and associated delivery aspects will be shared with the production of CDs. And, in fact, in that sense, production costs are almost insignificant. 

The UWIDEC budget needs to factor in the expenditure (and returns). CD materials once produced can be in use for about 3 years or 5 years, depending on the revision policy. 

III. Digital Learning Policy 

Caveat: This could be seen as part of the revamping of the instructional system. But it is presented as a separate item mainly because it has to either stem from the University digital policy and/or inform it, unlike the CD-policy which is seen more as an internal policy, though it can certainly inform the University digital policy.  

One of the reasons for institutions to go digital/online is to make academic management, teaching and learning flexible. The term ‘flexible teaching and learning’ or ‘flexible delivery’ is now commonly used across the higher education sector. As we know, this is an educational philosophy to increase the degree of student control over when, what, where, how and at what pace they learn. This approach to education is less time and place dependent than most traditional forms of teaching. In essence, it is a learner-centred approach that increases the learner’s responsibility for his or her own learning. 

Besides the administrative and pedagogical reasons, institutions go online to generate income as well. In addition, there is an element of prestige and bandwagon effect! True, there seems to be no one right way ‘to go online.’ And, there is no one right set of tools to use – it all hinges on the purpose of going online. In other words, why institutions go online may differ, guided by the purpose. One should not go online just because ‘it’s there’ (e.g., the WebCT platform is available) or solely for delivering extensive subject content. Two basic questions that need to be answered within the flexible learning spectrum before identifying the platform are: why? and how?

(a) Why do we use (or plan to use) online?: To reach a wider audience, to add value to our courses, to provide an alternative medium to those who can have access to the Internet/Web, to cater for the varying learning styles of learners?, etc.  

(b) How do we use (or plan to use) online?: As a supplement, complement, blended, stand alone? 

The starting point therefore should not be the platform – which one of the platforms we use or plan to use? This should be the last question to ask and not the first, as the present scenario in our case seems to suggest. Technology being just a tool, it should be used as such – on its own it cannot do anything unless it is properly fed. Issues of the quality of content and that of design (pedagogy/andragogy) are to be seriously examined, even if we have a platform available for online purposes. 

A team comprising IT specialist, content specialist, curriculum specialist, student support services coordinator, researcher officer, finance officer may be formed to look into the feasibility and quality of online provision and to inform decisions.  

IV. Quality Assurance (QA) Policy

Minutes #14  …the University had done little so far to recognize the peculiarities of distance education as far as its Quality Assurance was concerned.  

While ‘reaching the hitherto unreached’ must be the underlying philosophy, vision and mission of UWIDEC, ‘quality first’ must guide UWIDEC operations and services. It is from this position that UWIDEC must inform the University of the quality concerns, as they pertain to distance education. It will be naive to apply the parameters designed for the face-to-face educational context to traditional and emerging distance education contexts. 

Despite the fact that advancements in information and communications technology (ICT) have been bridging the gap between on-campus and distance education contexts, it must be recognised that the concerns, emanating from the teaching/learning processes involved in these contexts, remain different, and that must be reflected in the policy on the quality of distance education, and therefore the indicators/benchmarks that guide quality auditing. 

It is important to note that:  

(a) key quality indicators do differ, depending on whether the educational system is place-bound learning, print-based distance learning or online/distributed learning, in spite of the fact that the end-goal is to foster and facilitate effective learning. 

(b) an application of key quality indicators evolved to assure/audit the quality of distance education environments to on-campus education will help improve the quality of the latter, as the focus of the former is inherently more on learning/learner than on teaching/teacher. But the reversal will do more harm than good. 

(c) learner concerns are the core of the QA policy. In any learning context, some learners do well and get through the system successfully and some others will not. In other words, learners can be successful despite a bad system, and similarly they can be unsuccessful despite an excellent one. The crux is that success or otherwise largely depends on the amount and the nature of efforts learners make for learning, and the teachers can only be ‘guides on the side’. (And, this indeed is the underlying philosophy of distance education). Precisely for this reason, pass-rates of learners, for example, can be just one, but a weak, parameter/indicator to measure the quality, success or reputation of an institution. What institutions must be striving for, therefore, is to provide learning experiences that make learners feel that they do spend quality time at the institution during their academic journey, and will cherish it in future. This should be the driving force behind any policy on quality.     

(d) one size does not, and will not, fit all. Besides learner concerns, the uniqueness of the learning systems must determine quality indicators. 

It is therefore necessary for UWIDEC to work with the Quality Assurance Units in the preparation of QA policy. 

UWIDEC Cave Hill

October 17, 2003
� Revision can be revision of aims/objectives, materials, assignments, etc., and in short, the whole learning experience/activity, implying substantive/substantial rewriting/repackaging. 


� For example, date of publication, nature of the subject matter (i.e., the degree of potential growth in new knowledge and period within which this growth is envisioned), peer review/expert view, content provider's opinion, client (learner) satisfaction/needs, tutor/counsellor response, academic manager's opinion, costs (or cost-benefit analysis), alternative means, if available, and the opinion/requirement of other stakeholders, which is a variable.
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