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1. Aims & Objectives 

This study aims to define and assess the perceptions of educational technology skills 1 demands amongst first year Higher Education students, undertaking part-time professional courses in a distributed study 2 context using a range of Information Technology. The study context will comprise a Higher Education institution and selected programmes accommodating these criteria.   

Objectives include:
1.1. Investigate recommendations for educational technology skills requirements across the wider Higher Education environment (e.g. within government agencies, professional bodies and other sources of advocacy) including the Post-Statutory Education, Information Technology and Information sectors (also considering the changing nature of skills requirements in recent times).
1.2. Investigate perceptions of education technology skills requirements for undergraduate professional-related courses within industry, including employer skills requirements and professional bodies regulating courses.
1.3. Investigate perceptions of educational technology skills within a defined demand-led 3 Higher Education provider, including pre-entry requirements and expectations for skills development on completion of studies, also including the perceptions of practitioners and support service staff within the institution (via practical research).
1.4. Investigate (via practical research) perceptions of educational technology skills within a selected Higher Education provider amongst first year, part-time students undertaking  undergraduate professional-related courses across differing disciplines and within a distributed study context, involving both conventional class-based teaching and remote study via e-learning 4 technology (e.g. using a VLE, Virtual Learning Environment).
1.5. Investigate existing models or matrices designed for the evaluation of educational technology skills requirements, considering how far these could be applied for the purpose of assessing the educational technology skills requirements of undergraduate students in a part-time, distributed study context.
1.6. Consider the development of a matrix for the assessment of educational technology skills requirements. Depending on the outcome of Objective 1.5, either consider modification of an existing matrix or consider the implications for the design of a new matrix, with either option reflecting the findings of the literature search and practical research elements.
1.7. Collate survey findings on perceptions of educational technology skills requirements (including enrolment prerequisites, in-course development and support aspects), drawing conclusions and comparisons across sector, institutional and student views, thereby making recommendations for further research (including recommendations for development of an educational technology skills assessment tool, see Objective 1.6).
2. Description of the Research
In recent years, the Higher Education sector has witnessed significant changes in study patterns, client demand and course delivery methods (O' Donoghue et al. 2003). Key features of this changing climate include increasing digitisation 5 of course delivery and support systems, increased levels of demand for part-time and remote study, greater alignment with industry and increased diversity within the student body itself (Catherall 2004).

Recent government reports and legislation have also brought a new impetus within Higher Education for widening participation 6 and innovation in course delivery (e.g. Dearing 1997, The Learning Age 1998) and closer alignment to the vocational and professional spectrum of industry (e.g. 21st Century Skills 2003, The Future of Higher Education 2004).


These changes have brought new demands on Higher Education strategy, teaching models and support services (Nisar 2002), including increased support demands for low-contact and distance learning education, an increased legal remit for disability and learning needs support (Taylor 2004) and an increasing remit to support the study needs of non-traditional entrants 7, such as mature students. 
The ubiquitous 8 and increasing presence of networked electronic systems for course delivery and support has coincided with these changing study patterns, offering an apparent solution to the communication and content dissemination problems of low-contact and remote study, Raymond (2000 p.50) comments: "...it is now possible for an educational experience to take place that is interactive, yet asynchronous. The traditional teaching/learning model is no longer essential because of these developments.";  these systems are characterised by Web-based e-learning systems, collaboration systems, information retrieval and database systems and related client-side 9 software used to access systems from the home or other remote location.


However, an emerging body of literature suggests that there has been a shortfall between initial enthusiasm for innovative solutions and understanding of processes or factors involved in the use of educational technology skills, Chee (2002 p.13) comments: "This uncritical approach to technology use improves education only to the extent that it improves access to learning... This represents a lost opportunity and constitutes an unsatisfactory state of affairs."
Existing research has demonstrated a lack of understanding on the role of  educational technology skills requirements, assessment and development as a process in distributed study (e.g. Rowland & Rubbert 2001, Newton 2003), however, these studies have largely derived from authoritative sources, such as educational practitioners or other staff delivering study in a distributed context; similar research has also considered education technology issues from an holistic perspective, considering the views of support staff and students on a range of support, delivery and skills issues, including the Student Online Learning Experiences (SOLE) project (2003), "To establish a cross-disciplinary evidence base on how VLEs can support learning and contribute to our understanding of the factors that may influence successful teaching and learning strategies" and the JISC User Behaviour Monitoring and Evaluation Framework (1999-2002 p.302) to develop "...the EIS 10 Diagnostic Toolkit that can be used to benchmark development in the provision and use of EIS in specific disciplines or at specific institutions..."

This research project will extend and contribute to existing research, by examining students' perceptions of educational technology skills requirements as a facet of the educational technology skills debate, ultimately comparing these perceptions with government, industry, sector and institutional views derived from the literature review and practical research elements. The research will seek to (a) define generic, discipline-specific and context-based educational technology skills requirements, (b) determine the role and importance of educational technology skills training and assessment, (c) determine the role and importance of continuous development, (d) contribute to the development of a tool to query educational technology skills requirements within a distributed study context.

The research element will be conducted in the context of a Higher Education provider facilitating the UK Government widening participation agenda via innovative strategy, teaching and technology;  part-time student groups will be selected across a range of professional-related disciplines, reflecting the trend towards widening participation and the UK Government's aspiration for a demand-led (i.e. market-led) re-alignment of Higher Education.

The research will be grounded in a range of professional disciplines, drawing upon literature and research from areas such as Information Studies, Information Science, Pedagogy and Information and Communications Technology.  


The research will also consider existing models for querying, assessing and monitoring education technology skills requirements (e.g. SOLE, JISC User Behaviour Monitoring and Evaluation Framework), ultimately seeking to recommend improvements on existing models for a part-time, distributed learning context.
3. Methodology
3.1. Overview

A single Higher Education provider will be selected for the practical research element; the practical research will comprise one academic year, and will be partly quantitative and qualitative in approach; the research will be conducted simultaneously using three target groups:

1. 3-5 Student groups: 3 questionnaires during the academic year.

2. Academic staff:  3 semi-structured interviews during the academic year.
3. Information / IT / Learning Support Staff:  3 semi-structured interviews during the academic year.

Interviews and questionnaires will be based on a common template within each target group but will differ at each point of the academic year, in each case, references to development issues will distinguish early questionnaires / surveys from those later in the year.

Student groups will receive structured questionnaires as opposed to interviews, it is envisaged the results of these questionnaires  will be almost entirely quantitative in nature, with perhaps a final open-ended field.


The staff interviews (semi-structured) will encompass fewer individual respondents and while providing basic quantitative data will also provide open-ended qualitative responses which may be codified and collated with quantitative data.

For the purposes of the practical research, general permission has been granted to undertake student surveying at the North East Wales Institute of Higher Education (NEWI), a Higher Education Provider located at Wrexham, North Wales. This institute will provide a sufficient range of professional-based, part-time courses to undertake the practical research. The student / researcher will have ready  access to facilities, staff and student groups as a consequence of working at NEWI in a full-time capacity in an Information Services role.
3.2. Literature review
A literature review will comprise investigative research to define perceptions of educational technology skills requirements and formal prerequisites within official and regulatory bodies (Objectives 1.1 and 1.2) and the (publicly available) regulations of the selected Higher Education provider (Objective 1.3). Web sites of relevant bodies will also be consulted, such as the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (http://www.qaa.gov.uk), HESA  - the Higher Education Statistics Agency (http://www.hesa.ac.uk), HERO - Higher Education Research Online (http://www.hero.ac.uk) and the Higher Education Academy (http://www.hea.ac.uk).


A range of journals will also be used to provide critical background commentary, including New Library World, Journal of Vocational Education and Training, New Directions for Teaching and Learning, Ariadne and CILIP Update.

Online article databases and abstract indexes will be used including Swetswise, Emerald, Igenta and Wiley InterScience.

The literature review will also assist in categorising generic and subject specialist forms of educational technology skills to provide recommendations for the development of a tool for assessing educational technology skills requirements (Objectives 1.5 and 1.6) and to make recommendations for further research (Objective 1.7).
3.3. Interviews
Semi-structured interviews  will be used to investigate staff perceptions of educational study skills (Objective 1.3), providing a largely standard response format, but allowing for some open-ended comment; these questionnaires will be issued at three points in the academic year: during (or soon following) enrolment, mid-academic year and the end of the academic year.  Academic staff principally teaching the student study groups will be selected for interviewing (the number of academic staff should equate to the number of groups surveyed).

Additionally, 8-10 support staff will also be selected for interviewing (Objective 1.3) at three similar stages in the academic year (note the rationale and structure used for academic and support staff interviews will differ.)

Primary data from the interviews will be stored and codified using SPSS, which will also be used to analyse questionnaire data.

It is envisaged that interviews will last around half an hour per staff member, with a maximum of ten minutes additional time.

3.4. Surveys

Three to five undergraduate student groups of 30-50 persons will be selected for surveying (Objective 1.4), undertaking part-time, professional-related courses accredited at Higher Education level (e.g. Degree, Foundation Degree, Professionally accredited courses such as CIMA 11). Each group will comprise a unique professional discipline (e.g. Business, Education, Architecture, Nursing.) The student survey will consist of a series of questionnaires undertaken at three points during the academic year (immediately following enrolment, mid-academic year, end of academic year).  

Questionnaires will be distributed and completed in a controlled environment (e.g. IT lab, office); a range of criteria will apply to the purposive selection of the student study groups:

· No age range or gender restriction.
· Part time students (present at class for no more than 5 hours a week.)

· Course delivery officially supported by VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) or other specific e-learning system  (e.g. Firstclass collaboration system), this should be confirmed in course specifications.
· Standard institute transferable skills module taught in early stages of course delivery, incorporating library / Information technology and Web browsing skills.

· Lecturer should have track record of IT awareness (confirmed by previous  training on VLE system, registered on Institute network.)

Primary data obtained from the survey will be stored and analysed using the SPSS software package, using statistical correlation and analysis tools provided by this software.
3.5. Pilot

Pilot interviews for academic staff, support staff and the student questionnaire will be tested before deployment of the practical research element:
· Student Questionnaire:  3 student respondents.

· Academic staff interview: 2 respondents.

· Support staff interview: 2 respondents.

Feedback obtained from the pilot activity will inform the development of survey forms and the questionnaire.

3.6. Synthesis

The practical research will consider perceptions of educational technology skills from the perspective of 'grounded theory' (Leedy and Ormond 2005), seeking to establish a theoretical framework for analysis based on trends in the primary data; this approach is considered appropriate due to the original nature of the subject.


The literature review, interviews and questionnaire will inform both recommendations for the development of an educational technology skill assessment matrix (Objectives 1.5 and 1.6) and recommendations for further research (Objective 1.7.).
4. Ethical Issues
General permission has been granted at a selected Higher Education provider to carry out student and staff surveying, the research design will need to be approved in its final state by the institute, subsequent activities will also need to comply with the ethical policies and procedures of the North East Wales Institute and Manchester Metropolitan University.
5. Resources
Resources will include a budget for photocopying approximately 300 interview and survey forms (approximately £30 copying costs);  the cost of software licenses used to write up and compile the statistical data are not a factor, due to existing availability, although the Endnote (referencing) software license may be required at around £20.

Interviews will last around half an hour each, with around 30 interviews undertaken during the academic year, this should be manageable using lunch times and other mutually convenient appointments; should additional time be required, this can be arranged via unpaid leave.  Questionnaires could be disseminated via academic staff themselves during taught sessions (hence the questionnaires could be completed and returned in a controlled manner.)


Third party cooperation will include students, academic staff (to attend interviews and possibly to assist in distributing surveys) and a range of selected support staff, including learning support, library and IT staff.

6. Action Plan (By year)

The research project is envisaged to comprise 5-6 years.
	Year
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	Literature review
	Ongoing throughout study.

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

	Student Questionnaire Design
	
	
	█
	█
	
	

	Academic staff Survey Design
	
	
	█
	█
	
	

	Support Staff Survey Design
	
	
	█
	█
	
	

	Practical Research Pilot / Redesign
	
	
	
	█
	█
	

	Practical Research Deployment
	
	
	
	
	█
	

	Practical Research Analysis / Synthesis
	
	
	
	
	
	█

	Write Up Thesis
	
	
	
	
	
	█


7. Notes
1.  Educational technology skills: Whilst this term is widely used in a variety of contexts, the sense used for this research will be considered in terms of skills facilitating education activities in a digital context, including generic and subject-specific proficiencies, such as personal computer use, use of standard operating systems and software, use of subject-specific software and online applications (with reference to interpersonal, communication, collaborative, creative and study-management skill). Definitions and parameters of educational technology skills will be derived from sources such as the QAA (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education), The Higher Education Academy and literature in the field of learning management (e.g. Jones 2002).

2. Distributed study: Also sometimes referred to as 'blended' or 'mixed' study, this term typically defines a study context facilitated both by learning technology and traditional teaching methods, "neither solely online learning nor solely instructor-led classroom learning." (Skill and Young 2002 p.24.)

3. Demand-led: Sometimes described as 'market-led', this is the UK Government's vision for the re-alignment of UK post-statutory education to meet the demands of industry: "Creating a truly demand-led approach means reforming qualifications, reforming the way we fund colleges, and reforming the way we deliver training." (21st Century Skills: Realising out Potential 2004 p.7)

4. E-learning: "Covering a wide set of applications and processes, such as Web based learning, computer-based learning, virtual classrooms, and digital collaboration" (Erskine 2003 p.2).  E-Learning is typified by the web-based VLE model (Virtual Learning Environment.)

5. Digitisation:  A term used to describe the increasing use of Information technology (particularly networked and information-retrieval systems) in the place of traditional hardcopy systems or older technologies such as Microfiche.

6. Widening participation: In the context of Higher Education, this term is generally used to describe an aspiration for greater availability to Higher Education programmes of study by the general public, described in the UK Government White Paper 'Widening Participation' (2003).

7. Non-traditional entrants: A term often used to describe students who enter Higher Education from a route other than the traditional Sixth Form or FE college, described by Virkus and Wood (2004) as "part-time learners, home learners (and those engaging in) professional training in sectors and companies".

8. Ubiquitous computing:  A term increasingly used to describe the pervasive behavioural uses and persistent (i.e. 24 hours) availability of networked systems: "The computer is an essential tool that must be available on demand and wherever we expect to support learners." (Skill and Young 2002 p.30).
9. Client-side:  The user software in a user-network relationship, for example, a Web Browser is a 'client' application, receiving data from a remote server.

10. EIS: 'Electronic Information Services' (Banwell 2003).
11. CIMA: Chartered Institute of Marketing.
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