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Introduction

The South Yorkshire e-Learning Programme, branded as e-sy.info, represents a substantial European investment in South Yorkshire through Objective 1 funding to facilitate a step-change in the skills base of the workforce in order to stimulate economic activity and position South Yorkshire at the leading edge of high tech development.

The vision is to create a dynamic learning environment that allows all teachers and learners in South Yorkshire schools, colleges, communities and small businesses the opportunity to exploit ICT to generate real economic growth.  This vision will only be realised through an effective sub-regional partnership tasked with creating a sustainable learning community which will continue to thrive long after the e-sy.info project has successfully ended.  The project legacy to the future learners of the sub-region will be a skilled force of teachers and para-professionals, an outstanding pool of developed e-content and stimulated growth for learning.  

One key issue that is very important for the project is to ensure that the skills gained and the achievements of the learners and teachers are embedded in the sub-region to ensure the sustainability of the project vision.  

Context

South Yorkshire is part of the Yorkshire and Humberside region, formed from the four local authorities of Barnsley, Doncaster, Rotherham and Sheffield with a combined population of approximately 1.27m people.  

Objective 1 status was granted to South Yorkshire in 1999 because the sub-region had a Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the measurement of wealth per person, below 75% of the European average.  Of particular importance in South Yorkshire was the decline in the Coal and Steel industries.  Objective 1 status resulted in a substantial investment (€1b, £700m) into the sub-region to stimulate the economy, attract inward investment and raise the standard of living of people living and working in South Yorkshire.  

The South Yorkshire e-Learning Programme (SYeLP) is the largest single Objective 1 project tasked to raise the ICT skills base of the existing and future workforce.  Working in synergy with the South Yorkshire Cluster Action Plans, and in particular the Creative and Digital Industries, it will greatly increase the number of people with ICT and e-learning skills and expertise in the sub region.   In this way the project also creates a framework for other investment opportunities.  

SYeLP is a massive investment (€70m, £50m) by Objective 1 in learning and skills for businesses, schools, colleges and communities across South Yorkshire.  At the heart of the programme is an ambitious vision to develop a workforce equipped for the 21st century by supporting new ways of learning using the power of technology and the flexibility of the Internet.

Partnership and Sub-Regional Strategy

A project of this size could not operate without an effective sub-regional partnership to consider management issues, protect stakeholders’ interests and ensure effective learner engagement.   Evaluation of the project also influences sub-regional strategy formulation.  The project has representation from all the funding bodies, Objective 1, the four local authorities, the regional development agency Yorkshire Forward (YF) and the sub-regional Learning and Skills Council (LSC SY), and is working inside an effective public-private partnership with RM plc who lead the private sector consortium delivering the project.  

At a sub-regional level the project reflects and dovetails with the priorities of the Regional Development Agency, including the Yorkshire Forward ‘Skills Action Plan for Yorkshire and the Humber 2000-2002’, by improving the qualifications and employability of labour market entrants and integrating the use of ICT throughout the curriculum.  It also fits with Yorkshire Forward’s Regional Economic Strategy (RES).  

At local authority level the project acts as a catalyst in the development of local e-learning strategies, which are key features in ensuring the sustainability of the project and maintaining a sub-regional focus.

At the local and individual level the project provides a number of capacity building benefits including: 

· Over 37,000 people helped to access e-learning, use the Internet and gain qualifications in ICT;

· 370 local businesses benefiting from an on-site computer-based training facility with advice and on-going support;

· Over 150 schools, colleges and other educational and training institutions upgraded with the latest computer equipment;  

· Learners able to use a range of leading online learning materials;

· Practitioners able to develop and share innovative web-based learning materials through the e-sy.info portal;

· Over 1,500 people trained as Learning Champions to train and support others including teachers and training co-ordinators in local businesses.

Central to the delivery of the programme, the partnerships and the delivery and creation of learning materials is a sub-regional virtual learning environment which is accessible over the Internet by all learners and trainers offering 24/7 access to courses, learning resources and some very innovative developments.

Implementing a sub-regional Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)

The starting point for developing the virtual learning environment (VLE) was to agree the basic functionality that was needed.  Absolute essentials included:

· Access to sharing the content repository across all organisations;

· Use of authoring tools to share and re-use learning objects;

· Organisation of pupils into virtual classes across different organisations;

· An intuitive system for both teachers and students;

· The provision of on-line assessment and marking tools;

· Ability to track pupil activity and achievement against curriculum elements;

· Access to learning resources, assessment information and guidance 24/7;

· Solutions that met the interoperability standards (SCORM, e-Gif framework).  
As the project progresses we have established sub-groups with representation from all stakeholders to ensure a consultative process for continuing development of the learning portal.  

The VLE was launched in September 2003 and training started with the VLE Learning Champions in each organisation.  The remainder of this paper describes the resources and support put into place to realise this exciting and challenging project.

New approaches to delivering learning and training

e-Mentor and e-Tutor

Specific training to build a supportive framework that underpins the development of on-line learning will be achieved through e-Mentor and e-Tutor training.  e-Mentor is aimed at providing a general support system through classroom assistants, technical staff, individuals in small businesses and libraries to ensure accredited competency in the  use of ICT, the Internet and the learning environment.  e-Tutor extends these skills to include facilitating asynchronous communications, working with virtual groups of learners and the development and creation of on-line content.  

New pedagogy

It is becoming widely recognised that a blended learning approach using both e-learning and traditional pedagogy offers the greatest flexibility and most effective combination of learning resources that can be focused on learners’ needs.  Understanding when e-learning is most appropriate, developing expertise in e-learning and creating suitable assessments are all part of the skills to be developed through the Learning Champion training and in courses such as LeTTOL and e-Tutor.  A new pedagogy for e-learning is expected to develop, and will be essential when taking full advantage of the potential of interactivity when using e-learning, although it is expected to take time to emerge.  This approach is backed up by recent research (Passey et al 2003) which indicates that, although the use of ICT impacts positively on learners’ attitudes and engagement with learning, there is still a need to ensure that ICT is being used to support the actual learning process.     

On-line assessment

One of the very first ‘quick wins’ of the project was the ease with which teachers could create revision work for exams that students could access from home via the VLE.  Using simple on-line assessments and organising learning resources offered added value to classroom learning.  This helped to boost the confidence of both teachers and students when using an on-line environment.

We have developed a roadmap that shows the developmental pathway from the starting point for an individual to the development of a confident organisation that has a sustained use of e-learning which is clearly driven by curriculum needs. 

Step 1 is the identification and initial training of Learning Champions in the use of the VLE.  The Learning Champions must develop confidence in the use of e-learning and start to understand the potential of the learning environment.

Step 2 is reached once the Learning Champions start cascading skills to other key staff inside the organisation.  This is demonstrated by consolidated use of the VLE by these key staff and the development of a framework to further cascade the skills across the organisation.  

Step 3 is reached once e-learning has spread throughout the organisation, e-learning is fully embedded across the curriculum and a sustained use of e-learning which is driven by curriculum needs can be demonstrated.  At this stage there has been a transformation in the delivery of learning and ICT is being used to support the learning processes.

Processes to support the teacher and the learner

Basic ICT skills

Raising the basic ICT skills of all teachers and learners is a fundamental objective in the project.  This is achieved through offering a variety of courses in a number of ways, including European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL), Microsoft Office Specialist (MOS), Everyday Computing (offering an entry into ECDL) and Living IT.  Some of this is delivered through the VLE and some is delivered face to face.  

VLE training

It is essential that all organisations have Learning Champions that are skilled in VLE administration, VLE content development and use of authoring tools and mentoring learners online.  

Embedding e-learning and delivering learner focused training

Embedding e-learning into an organisation necessitates a cultural change and effective support at all levels.  It takes time to develop confidence and expertise.  A new level of technological and pedagogical support should be provided.  Virtual networks of experts are being built that provide a dynamic support structure through Curriculum Channels and the sharing of good practice.    The cascade model described above is building capacity to ensure that there is a cultural change in the use of on-line resources.  These virtual communities of practice share, explore, review, exchange ideas and develop communal resources.  Once a critical mass has been achieved this will be sustainable.   

Good practice is being shared across the sub-region through the production of case studies and annual e-learning conferences.  A key aim of the project is that e-learning becomes just another tool to use when developing learning resources that are focused on learners’ needs and e-sy.info becomes much more than a teacher resource, it becomes a dynamic learner resource.

Critical success factors

Some clear critical success factors have been identified including senior management buy-in from the start of project engagement, making sure that e-learning is embedded across the curriculum and developing Learning Champions.  Organisations are also supported to become successful e-learning sites by working to reduce the barriers to embedding e-learning.

Evaluation tools to measure the impact of this investment

Evaluation of the impact of the project will focus on quantitative assessment of the baseline in comparison with other authorities outside South Yorkshire.  This is being measured by assessing any changes in achievement in examination results, measuring the size and quality of the content repository and measuring the numbers of learners taking courses, especially lifelong learning.  The number of learners from the business sector taking learndirect courses are also being measured.  Qualitative assessment will look at learners’ and teachers’ perception of the VLE and on-line environment.
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