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Distance Learning at QMUL

Background and Guidance Notes for Schools Considering Distance Learning Delivery of Taught Programmes

Draft 1.0  Sam Brenton, 
Background

These notes are intended to inform prospective proposals for distance learning programmes at QMUL.  They are for background information and do not constitute any formal policy in this area.  This version is a draft, and the author will seek further detail from relevant services before a full version. Business planning and financing of DL programmes are not considered in depth in this draft.
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1. Broad Models For Distance Learning: Overview

1.1 Correspondence

The correspondence course model places the emphasis on independent learning, with materials sent to the student which the student then works through, with a mechanism to discuss with tutors.  This model may be supported by VLE or LMS software, but the emphasis is on self-directed learning.  Assessment is usually by submitted coursework (though there may be examinations at suitable remote sites).  This model may also include a residential element where possible. 
Advantages: lower running costs as academic support is lighter touch.  Scalable to large numbers with lower impact on overheads.

Risks: In an era when access to high quality free learning resources is ubiquitous, it may be hard to establish value for a course with low academic contact. May not be suitable for large undergraduate programmes or in subjects with a tradition of closely supported learning or discursive pedagogies.

1.2 Flying Professor

Not strictly speaking distance learning, the flying professor model simply means that the teaching is delivered at a remote location by the institution’s teaching staff.  This is usually supplemented by some electronic mechanism for ongoing learning support and guidance.

While not itself a DL programme, the Joint Programme with BUPT uses elements of the flying professor model (mixed with the Partnership model), backed up with use of a VLE for distance/online delivery of day to day learning materials, group-based learning activities and communications.

Advantages: High quality of experience for students, close involvement of faculty in the programme.

Risks: Dependent on travelling teaching staff, may be difficult to scale rapidly across markets.

1.3 Partnerships

This involves delivering a course with a partner institution, but with a large part of the teaching done at a distance, either in a VLE/LMS or via digital content such as recorded lectures and learning materials.  These are usually supplemented by a VLE/LMS or e.g. discussion forums.  The partner institution is able to host examinations at the remote site, teaching that has to be done at a physical location with specific equipment (e.g. lab classes) and provide day to day support for students, ensuring that the learning support and pastoral needs of students are fully met.

The DL courses run by EECS in partnership with e.g. Macao Polytechnic University use a model along these lines.
Another strain of the partnership model may use partners for promotion and marketing, typically with a share of profits and delivery mechanisms.  The LLM DL programme is delivered this way in partnership with the University of London International Progammes.
Advantages: Strong QA with the partner institution providing day to day learning and pastoral support, ready-made support for examination and practical classes, strong brand presence in international markets, full student experience, attractions of possible joint awards.

Risks: Reputational risk if fortunes of partner institution falter, must avoid any elements of franchising, tethers us to economic and political trends of country of partnership institution.

1.4 ‘Pure’ Distance Learning
Programmes are open to students anywhere in the world (local legislation, finances and access permitting).  All materials, teaching, communications and assessment takes place at a distance.  There are mechanisms for the dispersed cohort to communicate and learning together using web-based software.  All pastoral and learning support is provided from the awarding institution, at a distance.

This model is used by the several postgraduate DL courses now running in the School of Medicine and Dentistry, and other DL courses at QM (e.g. in CCLS, EECS).
Advantages: If successful can open up new markets rapidly, may move quickly to fill gaps in provision across territories, can provide a rich learning experience if course design and delivery are well developed, 

Risks: Can have high set up costs and intensive of staff time (both academic and support), strong market research and promotion essential, support across multiple time zones, assessment may be administratively complex if using examination.

1.5 Dual Delivery

As ‘Pure’ distance learning, but the remotely delivered course mirrors a campus-taught course running at QM, running in parallel.  The campus-based and distance learning cohorts move along at the same pace, so the teaching resources, learning activities and course communications are shared between them.  May make use of recorded lectures, shared discussion forums. 

Advantages: Shares some overheads with campus-based course, DL students share the same learning resources and communications as campus-based students (e.g. both types of student use the same discussion forums and access the same digital content, providing a richer experience for both), DL students may feel more closely a part of QM, interacting with and learning with the QM-based students.  Academic staff support students electronically in exactly the same way, whether based at QM or remotely.

Risks: as for ‘pure DL’.  Also need to be assiduous to ensure equivalence of experience and access to services between DL and campus-based students.  Lack of flexibility as DL students start and end courses at the same time as QM-based students (though this is also an advantage).

1.6 Open Learning

Distance learning where the emphasis is on equipping students with learning materials for self directed study (as with Correspondence model).  Students work through the materials and take the assessments at their own pace.

Advantages: Flexibility for student.  See also ‘Pure DL’ advantages.

Risks: High costs to support students moving at different pace through a course. May have retention issues (high drop out rates). Suits independent learners, while others may lose the benefits of being part of a cohort. Complex administration.

Note: The above models are not exclusive of each other, and in practice one may mix elements of them in one course (e.g. Partnership, Pure, Dual Delivery).
Much in-house expertise at QMUL is around the partnership, pure DL and dual delivery models.
2. QA Considerations 

To run a successful DL course, and to ensure suitable QA mechanisms are in place, you will need to consider the following:

2.1 Access to library materials and other resources

The kind of materials students will need access to depend on the subject, but students will likely need access to the QM installations of Metalib and SFX (for e-journal articles and abstracts, other e-resources), and other resources we subscribe to via ATHENS.  Typically, the course team will also give DL students access to rich learning content developed in-house.

2.2 Training/developing staff in how to teach effectively at a distance using technology

Teaching at a distance requires additional skills to the traditional delivery of teaching, though it shares with it many elements.  The art of this is partly in the curriculum and course design, but also in the design and delivery of learning activities and e.g. the moderation and facilitation of online discussions.  The E-Learning Unit can assist with development needs in this area, and can provide assistance for the development of rich e-learning content through its E-Learning Production Service.

2.3 Training/development for students in how to learn effectively over a distance

Students, too, may need extra support to learn how to successfully study at a distance.  Induction processes become especially important for distance learning courses.  ‘Learning agreements’ may help in this area, as may easy access to DL study skills materials.  The E-Learning Unit can advise further on these matters.

2.4 The academic role 

You may find that the traditional academic role needs to be broken down into distinct parts for DL delivery.  For example, you may need ‘e-tutors’ on the course team, to guide and oversee the learning activities and discussions and to keep the sense of the course being live and active. The E-Learning Unit can advise further on these matters and can provide support for e-tutoring.

2.5 Access to other support services

It’s necessary to demonstrate an equivalence of experience for DL students, who are typically full members of QM.  As such, they need access to the support services available to campus-based students, or to equivalent support (e.g. Careers, Advice and Counselling, Disability and Dyslexia services) as much as is possible and reasonably .  One of the advantages of the Partnership Model is that these may be catered for at the partner institution.

2.6 Lab work 

Some lab work may be able to be recreated remotely (e.g. computer-based work could be done with screen sharing/ web conferencing software or specialist network simulation software.  Where physical facilities are needed, the Partnership Model is one way of meeting this requirement.

2.7 Supervision of project work, tutorial and pastoral support

In most cases, you can hold effective 1-2-1 or small group supervisions, tutorials, vivas et cetera with web conferencing software, through a broadband connection.  In some cases, freely available software may meet this need (eg. Skype).  In others, you may need additional tools such as feature in commercial web conferencing/virtual classroom software (e.g. Adobe Connect, Elluminate, DimDim).  The E-Learning Unit can provide advice and support in this area, and may be able to help with licences.

2.8 Student feedback

Feedback becomes especially important on DL courses, as you will need to monitor student engagement throughout the course, and may choose to make rapid adjustments according to the feedback you get.  You will find that some of your students will take naturally to DL modes, while others may need extra support through the course (‘scaffolding’, as it is sometimes called) and feedback is probably the best way to take the pulse in this regard.  One of the principle dangers of DL is that you may lose a live sense of student engagement, so, as well as tracking student activity, feedback is a useful way to get snapshots of the health of your course.

Feedback is usually easy to gather in DL, through ongoing discussions or rapid surveys at key points in the course (though be cautious about survey fatigue – you can build brief feedback points into the fabric of the teaching to avoid this, or integrate student journals/portfolios into the course design).  The E-Learning Unit can advise on how you may wish to do this.  It’s also wise to provide a means for students to contact the course team privately.

2.9 Student registration, enrollment

Student registration, enrollment will need to run in the same way as it does for campus-based students, and student data will need to use the Student Information System.  The new SIS at QM (from 2010-11) makes this much more straightforward, and indeed it was implemented in part to support registration, enrollment and student data requirements for DL and flexible delivery.  Similarly, DL students will need standard QM computing log-ins (to access electronic services such as Library, VLE, MySIS etc).  

Any complications due to legislation in offshore locations over access to e.g. QM intranet resources will need to be anticipated.

2.10 Student-student interactions (formal and informal)

It’s desirable in DL to build in opportunities for student-student interactions, both as part of their formal learning, and to encourage informal learning and social engagement.  On campus, these interactions are a valuable opportunity for learning, and also for students to feel they are full part of the College.  That sense of being students together may have a positive effect on retention rates.  Thus, it may be a good idea to built student-student interactions into your course design, and also to provide a means for them to interact electronically outside of the formally taught elements (e.g. through messaging software, discussions, student-run areas, perhaps student mentoring).

2.11 Assessment 

You’ll need to consider assessment carefully, and your options may be restricted for DL.  

If you use the Partnership Model you may be able to run examinations at the partner institution (though these will need to comply with UoL and QM Assessment Regulations).

If you are not using the Partnership Model, but wish to run examinations, there are remote sites for fully invigilated examinations (such as the British Council examination service).

Oral/presentation-based assessment may be possible through web conferencing software.

Coursework may be submitted and marked electronically, e.g. through a VLE.

You will need to ensure that your proposed assessment methods are a true measure of your students’ progress against the course’s learning outcomes to the specified level, and comply with the relevant assessment regulations.

One of the dangers of DL can be over assessment, or over-reliance on assessment formats best suited to the medium (e.g. multiple choice) but which are not necessary the best fit for the learning outcomes or level.

On the other hand, assessment will be a key tool for driving student learning, perhaps even more so over a distance than for campus-taught courses.  It can also encourage students to keep up a steady rate of engagement over the lifetime of the course, and can provide them with valuable feedback as they progress. As such, it will benefit from being integrated into the fabric of the course.  The E-Learning Unit can advice on this at the course design stage.

3. The Programme Approval Process

To gain approval for a new DL programme you will need to submit your proposal to the Programme and Module Approval Board.  The first stage of this is a Part 1 proposal, details and forms for which are found at http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/qa/programme_development/index.html.

For a DL programme or module you are also encouraged to seek advice from Sam Brenton, Head of E-Learning, before you submit.  It will be advantageous also to seek advice from The International Office and Academic Registry.

3.1 Part 1 Approval

On the Part 1 form, you will need to take into consideration the key elements covered in these notes.  You will need to complete the form as you would for a campus-based programme, but also to give particular attention to the implications of the distance mode of delivery for the following sections:

1) Programme Rationale.  You may need to refer to your business plan here, and how your proposed DL programme fits with existing provision, UK and international trends.

2) Marketing information.  You may have access to, or have carried out, market research which informs your intention to run a DL programme.  Advice for establishing marketing information for DL programmes to run internationally should be sought from Pat Power, Head of the International Office.

3) Competitor Provision.  This may include any close fits in terms of other DL programmes in your intended area.

6) Entry Requirements.  Note any language requirements, e.g. IELTS/TOEFL proficiencies.  Also possible to note any technical requirements for computer equipment, Internet access here.

11) Assessment.  How you intend to run assessments (see Assessment above)

NOTE: there is a separate form for Part 1 approval of SMD programmes, though the above sections apply to both.

3.2 Part 2 Approval

When you come to submitting the form for Part 2 approval, you will need to give particular attention to the implications of the distance mode of delivery for the following sections:

4) Teaching, Learning and Assessment Strategies.  You may wish to outline these in some detail for a DL programme, to show the structure and design of the course, how it integrates taught elements and assessments.

5) Programme Management. As above, these may need particular detail for DL programmes, giving close attention to feedback mechanisms and review and evaluation processes for the programme.

7) Programme-specific Assessment Regulations.  If the DL mode of delivery means you need to run non-standard assessment types, you outline them here, with reasons.

8) Mechanisms for the Provision of Academic Support.

11) Distance Learning Programmes.  See enrolment, registration, student data above.  It’s a good idea to seek advce from the Academic Registry prior to submitting Part 2 approval form (Head: Wendy Appleby), particularly if there are any likely complications about registration, e.g. multiple registration and enrollment points through an academic session.

NOTE: both Part 1 and Part 2 need approval from the Head of School and any Heads of Support Schools before they go to the Approvals Baord.

NOTE: detailed advice on the approval process is available from Academic Registry.  These notes pertain only to distance learning elements.

4. Delivery Options

4.1 DL courses will typically use web-based tools and software to enable and support the teaching and management of the programme.

4.2 There are many different tools that can be used for content, communications, assessment and course management on distance learning course.  Some of these are deigned for education, and others happen to be useful.  Many high quality learning resources are also now freely available over the web, and some of these can be used in your course.

4.3 Virtual Learning Environments are one kind of web-based software designed for online learning that gather together a range of typical tools in one environment

4.4 You can use Virtual Learning Environment software, for example, to:

· Run online learning activities

· Run course or student blogs, wikis, podcasts, journals

· Create and administer student learning groups

· Publish online learning resources to students (static or interactive – the VLE acts as a publishing tool for any of the usual file types and formats that can be transmitted over the web, from simple pdfs to audio and video files to SCORM learning packages)

· Provide links to online resources

· Publish recordings of lectures (which may be recorded with the Q-Review lecture capture service or with other tools)

· Make course announcements

· Set, collect, mark and publish marks and feedback for coursework assignments

· Submit collected assignments to a plagiarism detection service

· Run online tests (summative or formative)

· Run surveys and gather student feedback

· Run online text- or voice-based discussions

· Run live ‘chat’ sessions

· Enable student-student chat and communications

· Run a course calendar

· Track student activity and progress

4.5 These are simply a collection of tools and functional possibilities typically used in the electronic delivery of taught courses, bundled together into access-controlled online course areas, typically under the branding and domain of one institution and linked to a range of its other services.  It may be unusual for a course to use all the above tools – what you use and how will depend on your course design, and each tool needs to be deployed with clear reason, context and close management (for example, a discussion board will not generically help student learning – it is just a tool for communications, and the quality, guidance and structuring of those discussions within the fabric of the course will determine the educational value of the tool in each instance).

4.6 Be aware, too, that natively a VLE doesn’t ‘do’ anything – it provides an online space in which you can teach, and your students can learn, and in which you can manage your course.

4.7 Plenty of non-VLE software does one or more of the above, and indeed some Schools at QM choose to deliver DL through home-built or other software with some of the above functions.  You could run an entire DL course with just a discussion forum.  The advantage of using the central VLE at QM is that these tools, and the online areas, are provided for you, so you can concentrate on using them effectively to teach online, and there is comprehensive support for staff and students who use the core VLE at QM (currently Blackboard Campus Edition 8). The VLE at QM is integrated with the SIS system, so your online courses can be automatically populated with enrolled students.  Judicious use of some of the tools, used together, may provide a rich environment for students to learn within.

4.8 A course might also use a VLE in concert with supplementary tools should there be a need for them.  E.g. using a VLE alongside existing external social software sites, web conferencing tools, discipline-specific software, external reference sites and content repositories.  

4.9 Some DL models will be less dependent on electronic platforms such as VLEs (e.g. the Flying Professor or Correspondence models), though they increasingly use some elements that a VLE will cater for.

4.10 Some courses may also send students content on digital storage devices, or in hard copy, though this is less common as access to broadband connections increases globally. 

4.11 Schools at QM who are considering distance learning are advised to use the centrally supported VLE platform where they do not have an existing non-VLE mechanism established for this mode of delivery, unless there are clear reasons for doing otherwise.  Contact: Sam Brenton, Head of E-Learning.

5. Course Design

5.1 The success or otherwise of a DL course will depend on the way in which it is designed and delivered.  Course design combines your strategies for teaching delivery, student learning activities, assessment and feedback, progression.  Replicating the course design of a campus-based course if not likely to be effective (though a DL course may mirror its overall structure).  Usually you will need to build in much more structured progression through learning materials, taught elements, assessments, and points for revision and reflection.  Briefly, DL courses may benefit from:

· more signposts (situating progress points in relation to the learning outcomes)

· more scaffolding (close guidance through activities, materials and assessments)

· more frequent points for formative assessment (for students and the course team to measure knowledge and progress)

· a spread of summative assessment points across the lifetime of a programme (e.g. to measure learning but also to inform it as the programme progresses)

· a clear context for learning materials (as such content may be the primary media for subject knowledge, rather than as e.g. supplemental to lectures, so students need to know their purpose and how to use them)

· clear learning outcomes, to which learning activities and assessments  are closely tied

· clear assessment criteria

· opportunities for students to learn in different ways (e.g. independently, in groups, by reading, through reflection, visually, orally)

5.2 Example of an Extended Learning Activity (course design)

Below is one example of a structured unit of learning (or extended learning activity), which could be built into modules on a DL programme.

This uses a variety of methods and tools, while situating the learning in a clear and supported structure.

5.3 Text Summary

Set students pre-lecture reading, and remind them of the assessment criteria and learning outcomes for this unit of learning. Release a recorded lecture to the students (this could be a video recording of a lecture at QM, a screenrecording, or an audio file).  Use a discussion board for a post-lecture Q and A activity, and follow this up with an audio podcast to clarify particular taught elements. Release a formative assessment based on the content, so students can see whether they need to review parts of the lecture and so you can gauge understanding and spot if any students are not engaging. Set an assignment task with any further materials or links to reading.  Provide optional tutorial support while students are doing the assignment (if e.g. coursework).  Mark the assignment online and release mark feedback to students, setting it in context of assessment criteria and learning outcomes.  Students then have the opportunity to share their reflective journals with e-tutors and/or to complete student feedback about the activity.

Note that this kind of activity involves close support at all stages, and is indicative of the sort of structured learning that can keep a distance learning course active and its students engaged. It’s also repeatable across a module and programme, so that smaller units of learning and teaching build across a programme.

5.4 Overleaf is a diagrammatic representation of the above.
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Discussion tools open throughout, as well as specifically used for particular points and purposes. Some discussions may also be assessed.

Student journal, or student-run learning groups, or e-portolio open throughout as a reflective tool for students which they can share access to (may also be assessed).

Access to web conferencing and private messaging/email tools available through for tutorial, pastoral, study skills support

Access to online learning support services, study skills tools and materials, library services etc

Access to student tracking tools to gauge student engagement with materials, formative assessments, discussions etc





6. Contacts, Support, Current Practitioners
6.1 Some current practitioners of DL at QM may be willing to share advice and experiences:

Various DL courses in EECS.  Dr Athen Ma.  See also http://www.elec.qmul.ac.uk/study/msc/dl/index.html

CCLS DL programmes including an LLM by distance learning – Dr Chris Reid.  See also http://www.ccls.qmul.ac.uk/courses/distancelearning/index.html and http://www.law.qmul.ac.uk/postgraduate/onlinellm/

PGDip/MSC in Endocrinology and Diabetes  - Dr Maralyn Druce

Postgraduate Diploma in Clinical Dermatology – Dr Virginia Hubbard

MCS in Gastroenterology -  Dr Nick Croft
6.2 Support for Distance Learning
Preparing for distance learning

Advice about designing the course, methods for e-learning delivery, pre-proposal.   Advice on articulating e-learning delivery during the writing of part 1 and 2 proposals. 

Contact: Sam Brenton, Head of E-Learning.  s.brenton@qmul.ac.uk
Advice on the effective use of particular tools and technologies. Preparatory sessions for course team on techniques in distance learning delivery.

Contact: The E-Learning Unit, elearning@qmul.ac.uk.  See also www.learninginstitute.qmul.ac.uk/elearning
Assistance with building online course areas, rich media materials and learning activities can be accessed through the E-Learning Production Service (see www.learninginstitute.qmul.ac.uk/elearning/services/production/)

Detailed advice on preparing part 1 and 2 proposals.  The Academic Secretariat. 

Contact: Ken Chow, Academic Standards & Quality Officer.  k.chow@qmul.ac.uk

Business planning, market research, international markets.  

Contact: Corporate Affairs and The International office.  Pat Power, Head of International Office (p.power@qmul.ac.uk), Ben Fowler (b.fowler@qmul.ac.uk)

During Delivery

Tools provided – virtual learning environment, lecture capture, TurnItIn, online surveys, web conferencing etc.  Day to day and ongoing staff and student support.  

Provided and supported by the E-Learning Unit.
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The E-Learning Unit can:

· provide advice on pedagogy and practice, meeting to discuss your ideas and plan for your use of e-learning 

· give you access to and training for the tools you need (e.g. for lecture capture, podcasting, virtual learning environment for course communications, materials, course management and assessment)

· set up an online course area for to teach and manage your course online (on Blackboard, the College's virtual learning environment), and configure it to automatically enrol your students

· provide day-to-day technical support on the platform for you and your students

· help with development and production via our E-Learning Production Scheme
www.learninginstitute.qmul.ac.uk/elearning or elearning@qmul.ac.uk
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