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Context

JISC, the Joint Information Systems Committee of the UK Funding Councils, has recently funded a 6-month study into the Costs of Networked Learning. This study was completed in August 1999 (Bacsich et al., 1999).

The main aim of the study was to identify the unrecorded or "hidden" costs involved in Networked Learning. The study team believes the project conclusions will have impact upon the decisions made by institutional policy makers, course providers and students participating in Networked Learning initiatives. The main outcome of the study is a planning document and financial schema, applicable to all UK Universities, from which a full picture of the actual costs of Networked Learning can be adduced.

Methodology

Our methodology for this short study had four main components:

· A detailed literature review of over 100 sources relating to the costing of technology-based teaching, training and learning; concentrating mainly on the identification of cost items and the analysis of existing schemas.

· A sectoral survey to gain an overview of the current extent of Networked Learning in UK Universities and the costing issues raised; subsequently analysed alongside other national HEI surveys.

· Seven case studies based on interviews with key staff at seven Universities that represented the broad diversity of UK higher education at present.

· A small survey of the student-perceived costs of Networked Learning, concentrating on changes in student lifestyle and learning paradigms.

Literature Context

This presentation will be a sequel to, and will heavily draw on, the papers presented at ELT '98, in particular, "Evaluation of Learning Technology - an overview" (Oliver and Conole in Oliver (ed), 1998); the work of the evaluators at the Institute of Educational Technology of the Open University (Jones, Scanlon and Blake in Oliver (ed), 1998); and some proposals on "hybridising" evaluation and costing from Jane Mardell (in Oliver (ed), 1998), a colleague at our own institution.

To this corpus we will integrate in our own study conclusions plus three other inputs:

· "Evaluating Technology-Based Learning", by Robin Mason (1995), which we take to be her personal "operating manual" for many high-profile evaluations.

· The Flashlight Evaluation Handbook, by Steve Ehrmann and his team at the American Association for Higher Education, as used in an increasing number of US Universities and colleges (Ehrmann and Zuniga, 1997).

· The HEFCE document, "Appraising Investment Decisions" (HEFCE, 1999), as rewritten by the Study Team in educational language.

All these sources will be placed in a context of historical evaluation beginning with the early educational technology evaluation work of Bates (1984) and Laurillard (1993).

The Planning Framework

The Planning Document and Financial Schema have the following features, many of which apply to schemas for evaluation:

· It can operate at the level of a whole University ; a department or faculty; a course; or a unit (module) within a course.

· It takes account of the additional stakeholders in the learning process other than the University - in other words, it does not treat the University as a closed system. The three Primary Stakeholders are the University, Staff and Students.

· It is based on breaking down the teaching and learning process into distinct activities. Our approach is consistent with much current thinking and has taken account of the evaluation work of the US "Flashlight" school and the main distance education theorists.

· It takes account of the increasingly accepted division of academic time into Research, Teaching and Other tasks (including administration). 

· It proposes a model for the teaching and learning process - the three-phase model - if there is no existing model relevant. This model involves all stakeholders.

· It is flexible in terms of the allocation of overheads, with an orientation to overheads based on actual usage rather than estimation: basing overheads on usage avoids many hidden cost issues.

· It requires some kind of recording of academic effort spent on activities.

· The planning aspects are derived from work completed by the UK Funding Councils.

Three-phase development model

A three-phase model of course development was developed by the study team as part of the Planning Framework for use by Institutions with no standard model of course development. The three phases break down as follows:

· Planning & Development - up to and including producing a "master version" of the course (lecture notes, CD-ROM, Web pages, etc).

· Production & Delivery - including printing, teaching, broadcasting, assessment, etc. as appropriate - by and large all the tasks whose costs depend on the number of students.

· Maintenance & Evaluation - including the updating of materials and the evaluation of cost-effectiveness in preparation for the next phase of planning and development in this cyclic model.

This model evolved after much hard work and discussion on the number and sub-components of phases, including analysis by two separate test groups. It has been checked against the "conventional" educational literature and some test scenarios (for further details see Bacsich and Ash, 1999). It follows classic course planning frameworks from the distance education sector but more visibly incorporates Quality Assurance and Course Maintenance.

Costing meets Evaluation - bridging the gap

Since the completion of the study, work has been extended in various directions. In particular, this presentation proposes some amendments to current practices in the educational evaluation of Networked Learning courses and programmes. We foresee that evaluation will become the natural partner to strategic planning. According to this new paradigm, evaluators must engage in a two-way dialogue with senior University management.

It is theoretically easy to glue costing and evaluation together but this has proven difficult in practice, as previous attempts have illustrated. Instead, we are taking a metaphorical step backwards and looking at the University planning process, with the aim of embedding the evaluation of the cost-effectiveness of Networked Learning into University procedure. Evaluation plays a key role in our three-phase course development model and indeed it is central to planners, as illustrated in the annex to the HEFCE 1999 document.

The Study Team have rewritten the above mentioned HEFCE planning document as the basis of a new cost-effectiveness evaluation framework, a few features of which are mentioned below:

PRIVATE
Specifying the objectives
How will this course relate to the strategic aims of the institution or department?
Is the teaching and learning requirement clearly defined?

Identifying the options
Has a sufficiently wide range of options been considered?
Has the ‘do nothing’ or ‘do minimum’ option been explicitly considered?

Valuing costs, benefits, timing, risks and uncertainties
Has account been taken of all the direct costs and benefits?
Are there any wider considerations?
Have all relevant costs, income streams and benefits been included?
Has allowance been made for running costs?
Have course maintenance costs been taken into account?
Does the appraisal take account of assets that are already owned?
Is there any double-counting of costs and benefits?
What allowance has been made for non-financial aspects?
Have uncertainties in key assumptions been identified and tested?
Have risks been assessed and valued?

Assessing affordability
Has the impact on the overall financial position been assessed?
Can the stakeholders accept the best and worst case scenarios?

Note that this table is still in "before the event" planners language (phase one in our three-phase model). Whereas evaluation should be in "after the event" language. For example, "How will this course relate to the strategic aims of the institution or department?" changes to "How did this course relate to the strategic aims of the institution or department?". Note also how few of the categories are considered in "conventional educational evaluation".

The justification for this extension of our work is that the pattern of teaching and learning is changing. Not only does each year see greater and greater use of Networked Learning (as our own work demonstrates) but funders of such projects (both internal and external) are demanding much more justification and audit trail than they did in the past - a practice that has been given the name of "transparency". In addition, students are behaving (whether or not we regret this trend) much more like consumers with lives of their own - including working lives, irrespective of whether they are supposedly studying "full time".

It is important to remember that our work is a process of collaboration not dictation, and that considerations from the analysis of current evaluation practices are providing useful feedback and refinement to our costing model.
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