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1. Introduction and context 

1.1 Outline

This report represents the final findings of the evaluation of the WUN eChina project.  It is intended to provide feedback on the processes and experiences encountered in the project by both the development team and the participants involved in running and participating in the trials. The main audience of this report are the project funders to enable them to make informed decisions for future developments of this kind. In addition the report will be of interest to the developers, e-tutors and practitioners involved in the trials.  More broadly the report provides valuable insights and generic findings about e-learning initiatives which will be of interest to policy makers, managers, developers, practitioners and researchers in this field.  The report is divided into the following sections.  First, the background to the eChina programme and the context in which it took place is provided.  This is followed by an outline of the aims and objectives of the evaluation, the methodology adopted and the research instruments developed.  Finally evaluation findings are reported along with recommendations for future projects.

1.2 Background of eChina programme

eChina (http://www.echinaprogramme.org/) is a Sino-UK collaborative e-learning initiative funded in the UK by HEFCE and in China via the Ministry of Education through the collaborating universities. It is a component of the Sino-UK Collaborative Programme in Higher Education. 

The goals of the eChina programme (http://www.echinaprogramme.org/) are to: 

· Strengthen collaboration between China and the UK by sharing experience in the use of Information & Communication Technologies (ICT), and particularly the internet, for distance and flexible learning 

· Develop and pilot innovative distance education courseware in selected areas 

· Disseminate generic insights drawn from the pilot projects on a range of issues, including perspectives on pedagogy, publishing and intellectual property rights, and working cross-culturally 

· Inform the development of national policy initiatives on e-learning in higher education in both countries 

· Support HE staff in developing their competence in the use of internet-based learning and teaching.
There have been three eChina projects in the UK, developing e-learning materials at undergraduate and Master’s degree levels. The target was in-service teachers in China. The Worldwide Universities Network (WUN) eChina project was a two-year project focusing on collaboratively developing e-learning materials at master's level in general issues in methodology, educational psychology and educational technology for in-service teachers from secondary schools in China. Partners included four WUN universities from UK and a Chinese university: University of Bristol, University of Manchester, University of Sheffield, University of Southampton and Beijing Normal University.

The WUN partnership adopted the following design principles: 

· The integration of online learning, with study centres and independent learning 

· The use of a wide range of media and technologies 

· Incorporation of best practice from China and the UK 

· An awareness of the particular conditions of the Chinese educational context.
The WUN eChina project aimed to develop high quality exemplars of e-learning practice and a greater understanding of cross cultural practice, which included the establishment of an effective and agreed model of e-learning suitable for the Chinese context. The Sino-UK partnership agreed a model of e-learning and developed e-learning courses based on the model, and established an effective working relationship for continued collaboration. 

The first phase of the project focused on developing course materials which contained three modules– ‘Educational Psychology’ and ‘Modern Pedagogy’ by University of Manchester and Beijing Normal University, and ‘Educational Technology’ by developers from University of Sheffield and Beijing Normal University. The second phase of the project focused on the trial of these modules, which took place during September 2004 to May 2005. Two trials took place, one with in-service teachers in Fujian during September -October2004, followed by the formal pilot with in-service teachers in northern China during March-May, 2005. 

Each module included units in Chinese and English. The materials were transferred to online format and were trialled initially in a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), WebCL, developed within BNU and finally delivered via Moodle, an open source VLE (http://moodle.org/), in the 2005 pilot.
1.3 WUN eChina project evaluation

The Universities of Bristol and Southampton carried out a needs analysis and evaluation of the 2005 trial.  The Fuijian trial was organised and carried out by Beijing Normal University and Manchester University, with the support of Sheffield University. 

The evaluation of the project provided developmental feedback to the WUN eChina partners in order to help improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the programme throughout the duration of the project. The evaluation identified the needs and expectations of learners participating in the WUN project and investigated their experience of learning with the modules. The overarching aims were to:

· identify the needs and expectations of learners and developers of the WUN modules  

· evaluate the use of the materials and make recommendations. 

The evaluation activities included questionnaire surveys, focus groups, individual interviews and observation.  The aim was to conduct these evaluation activities alongside the development work, in order to achieve timely feedback and recommendations on the process of the development.  The objectives and evaluation methodology were designed to accommodate the needs of the project development. There was regular consultation on the use of the instruments and evaluation questions; the evaluation model aimed to reflect a participatory ethos to research (Greenwood and Levin 1998). 

1.4 In-service teacher education in China 

The Chinese government is planning to improve compulsory education in China through curriculum reform aimed at moving from a model of knowledge transfer and testing to a more student-centred approach that promotes lifelong learning, problem solving, team building and communication. (Chinese Education Yearbook, 2003). 
In 2002, there were 83.7 million students and 9.25 millions teachers in compulsory schooling (primary,  junior and secondary school, 9 years in total) in China. There were 16.8 million students and 946 thousand teachers in regular senior secondary school (Chinese Education Yearbook, 2003). There were also indications that about 337.0 thousand teachers in junior secondary school and 256.6 thousand teachers in senior secondary schools were not qualified. During the tenth five-year plan (2001-2005), the government aimed to complete the reconstruction and improvement of the teacher’s education system, gradually forming a three-level system (diploma - bachelor – master). The policy targets all new primary school teachers holding at least a diploma, junior secondary school teachers holding a first degree and some senior secondary teachers who hold a masters degree within metropolitan or medium sized cities. The government also aimed to increase the capacity to provide programmes for M.Ed. and the training of bilingual teachers in primary and secondary schools. (Chinese Education yearbook 2003 p265, 266)

China is also experiencing the highest broadband subscription increase in the world; one third of the broadband development in China is now attributed to the education sector (DSL forum
). The massive growth in broadband take-up has the potential to increase the sharing of knowledge, resources, interactivity and communication in teaching and teacher training.  

2. Aims and objectives

2.1 Aims and objectives 

In order to respond to the needs of the project development, the evaluation team identified the needs and expectations of learners and developers of the WUN eChina modules, providing timely feedback to support the project. On completion of the modules the learners’ experiences and recommendations were evaluated and are reported here.  

The evaluation objectives were as follows: 

· to adopt a participatory research approach that provides formative and summative feedback to developers working on the programme 

· to gain an understanding of the needs and expectations of both the developers and the end users of the WUN eChina products

· to evaluate the materials and modules developed in the WUN eChina project and to identify best practice 

· to evaluate  the overall project impact in practice

· to make recommendations for further development of the e-learning materials and processes.  

3. Methods and rationale 

3.1 Research design 

The study approach was designed to produce a broad survey of developments across the institutions involved in the WUN eChina project, coupled with a detailed picture of the activities and the associated emergent issues.  The approach included both qualitative and quantitative research methodologies, providing an analysis of user needs through questionnaires and data related to user experiences gathered through interviews and focus groups.  
The evaluation team included Chinese researchers both in the UK and China.  The employment of Chinese researchers aimed to provide an approach to evaluation that was sensitive to the cultural context and responsive to the cultural and language subtleties to ensure authentic interpretation and meaning of results.  This approach was essential to the design of evaluation instruments, data collection and fieldwork.   

Two key principles guided the evaluation design:

· Utilisation-focussed formative evaluation 

Patton (2002) argues that evaluations should be judged against how well they help people to do things. This evaluation was set to provide proactive and developmental feedback and recommendations into the project development. 

· Participatory evaluation 

Greenwood and Levin define participatory evaluation as evaluation that ‘aims to create a learning process for the participants that will help them in their effort to reach desired goals’ (1998). This evaluation was designed to involve as many stakeholders as possible to provide a full picture of the project as well as provide ownership of the process. The participants in the evaluation included the developers, management, tutors, learners and potential learners.

3.2 Methodology 

A range of qualitative and quantitative research methods was adopted in this evaluation.  

· An analysis of users’ needs and expectations was conducted (see appendix 1) in order to identify user needs and expectations which in turn informed the development of the modules and materials. This was achieved via a survey and a series of observations and group interviews with both the end users and the developers. The outcomes included the identification of learners’ basic skills and literacies, an understanding of learning needs and expectations and issues which might act as barriers to the use of the materials.  

· A series of focus groups discussions was carried out to explore the implementation and use of the modules in practice, working with a sample of teachers who took part in the pilot.  Each person participating in the focus groups also completed a short questionnaire with a mixture of closed and open questions aimed at identifying background information about the learners. The questionnaire complemented the output from the focus group and provided additional information from each individual participant’s perspective. For details of main questions and process (see appendix 2.) 
· A further focus group was held with Chinese developers to explore their experience of the developmental process and collaboration with UK partners.  The views of UK developers were recorded at project management meetings and during visits to China.

· Three interviews were conducted with representatives from the Chinese management team at Beijing Normal University.

3.3 Activity Overview 

The following table outlines the key tasks and timeline for the evaluation activities.  This is followed by a brief overview of each activity.

	Key Task
	Date

	1.  Workshop on evaluation principles and methods with Chinese partners
	December 2003

	2. Initial observation and group interviews in three schools and one distant learning study centre
	December 2003

	3. Needs analysis survey to M. Ed. students at BNU
	January 2004

	4. Focus group with Chinese developers  
	June 2004

	5. Pre-pilot study with in-service Chemistry teachers in Fujian, (conducted by the project team in Manchester)    
	November 2004

	6. Needs analysis of participants in main pilot 
	March 2005

	7. Interviews with BNU management representatives
	March 2005

	8. Three focus groups with learners involved in pilot
	April 2005

	9. Informal interviews and ongoing discussions with UK e-tutors  and developers 
	November, 2004, February, May 2005  and throughout the project


 1. Workshop with Chinese partners

In December 2003, the team visited partners in Beijing and two workshops were carried out to achieve the following objectives:

· To share the evaluation perspectives of all participants

· To share examples of good and poor evaluation experiences

· To develop a common understanding and principles to guide the evaluation

· To agree the objectives for the evaluation project

· To discuss evaluation instruments. 

These enabled the partners from UK and China to share a common understanding of the evaluation, the objectives and principles, and jointly set up an appropriate evaluation framework. 

2. Visits and observations

At the beginning of the project, the evaluation team, together with the content developers, visited three Chinese secondary schools and a study centre for distant learning; to (i) observe classroom practice and talk to in-service teachers and (ii) gather initial impressions and match these against the expectations of the Chinese schools.

3. Survey with BNU M.Ed. students

A needs analysis survey was undertaken by the BNU evaluators with M.Ed. students at BNU in January 2004. The M.Ed. students at BNU had a similar background to the target audience for the WUN eChina modules and the survey served as background needs analysis of the potential learners (Preliminary report available upon inquiry due to the length).

4. Focus groups with Chinese developers 

In June 2004, seven Chinese developers from three module development teams took part in the focus group, reflecting and sharing experience of the module development and collaboration between developers from the UK and China.  The report (See appendix 4) on these experiences was shared with developers from both countries. 

5. Fujian trial 

The Fujian trial was undertaken with thirty-two in-service Chemistry teachers in the Fujian Teachers’ Education Institute in September and October 2004. The evaluation was undertaken by Manchester and BNU colleagues, the report associated with this is attached (See appendix 8). 

6. Needs analysis with learners on the six week Beijing / Shenyang pilot

As part of the main activities carried out for the six-week Beijing / Shenyang pilot, which took place in March and April 2005, a detailed questionnaire was administered to pilot participants during the induction sessions, which were held at four different schools in the week beginning 14th March prior to commencement of the pilot. Eighty-seven in-service teachers took part in the pilot, eighty-three of the participants attended the induction sessions and eighty two (94.25% of the total of eighty-seven participants) completed the questionnaires.   

7. Interviews with BNU management representatives

In March 2005, three interviews with BNU management representatives were conducted, focusing on management, collaboration and cross-cultural issues. 

8. Focus groups with Beijing / Shenyang pilot learners – April 2005. 

Three focus groups were conducted during 11th to 14th April 2005, the fourth week of the six-week long pilot.  A total of thirty-one teachers or over a quarter of the pilot participants from five schools took part in the focus group. The participants included learners following each of the three modules piloted.  

Two thirds of the total participants had or nearly completed one unit by the time the focus group interviews were conducted, and had on average spent about ten hours on this one unit.

9. Discussions with e-tutors and developers

E-tutors and developers’ diaries and reports, informal interviews, discussions and communications – this contact continued throughout the project development and pilot and reported in section 4.6. (The e-tutor’s diaries and reports see appendix 5, 6, 7).  
4. Findings

The findings includes results from two needs anaylse survey, focus group with Beijing/Shenyang polite participants, focus group with Chinese developers, reports of UK e-tutors and developers and interview with management level,  

Two surveys were carried out to analyse learners’ needs and expectations for a Masters programme in the field of Education.  The first was conducted in January 2004 with students on an existing Masters programme at BNU and the second was carried out in April 2005 with participants in the Beijing / Shenyang pilot.

It should be noted that the context of the WUN eChina project is somewhat different from the M.Ed. course at BNU. The students at BNU were full time, on campus doing face-to-face learning. They didn’t have direct pressure from daily working/teaching loads and had no need to prioritise jobs over their own study. The potential students on the WUN eChina project were the opposite; the learning styles and consequently the support therefore have to be different. Their daily teaching practice may demand more study of the application of theory or new methods.

This section provides a summary of the key findings from these two needs analysis, which formed the basis for the subsequent module development.

This analysis was based on the survey questionnaire on students’ perception of their needs.  It has not been cross-referenced with studies of the context, the course development nor opinions from the teachers and other stakeholders and therefore should not be viewed as a summative evaluation of the course, but does provide a valuable insight into the perspective of student teachers.

4.1 Survey of BNU M Ed students

A survey of existing M. Ed. Students was undertaken by colleagues at BNU. The survey provided an evaluation of the Masters programmes delivered by BNU and provided an insight into the needs and expectations of the target audience for the eChina modules.  It should be noted that the BNU Masters modules have the same title as the distinct eChina modules later developed, which were used and evaluated in the Fujian and Beijing / Shenyang pilots.

A survey of the learning needs of BNU M.Ed. students was completed in January 2004. The survey was designed and carried out by Lily Zhang and Xiaoman Wei at BNU. The survey aimed to capture the expectations, opinions and experience of students towards online learning.   The M.Ed. students were sampled because they we expected to have a similar biographical profile to the target learners for the WUN eChina modules. 

4.1.1 Profile of the participants

A total 171 students completed the survey questionnaire; 66% of them came from a secondary school teaching background and 22% had a background in teaching in professional training colleges. 67.8% were female; over half of them were aged between 31 and 35. 60% of the existing students held a first degree from an Arts discipline. The results of entrance examinations for English of nearly half of the respondents were lower than pass level. (English is a compulsory exam subject for postgraduate study in China)  These students needed to improve their English, but reported that they found it difficult to spend much time on it, as their core M.Ed. modules were quite demanding in terms of time, concentration and hard work.
4.1.2 Reasons for taking the course

Nearly half of the M. Ed. students at BNU took M.Ed. programmes of study in order to enhance their career development. Approximately 25% of them reported that they were driven by the desire to learn more; 13.5% of them did it to find a better job, nearly 10% of them did it to obtain a formal qualification. Regardless of age, gender and previous working experience the overwhelming reasons for taking the M.Ed. study were to enhance career development and to learn more. However, over 80% of the M.Ed. students responding to the questionnaire reported the M.Ed. course provided by BNU did not fully meet their learning needs. Only 18.7% of the students reported that they were satisfied with the course.   

4.1.3 Issues raised related to their current study 

Over 50% of the students reported that the major weakness of the existing BNU face-to-face masters course was that the theories taught were not related to their teaching practice, 18% of them reported that what they were learning did not reflect or have links with their previous teaching experience. 15% of them complained that the lecturing style was boring and dull, over 10% reported there was no interaction between the students and lecturers/tutors. Comments from the students in the open questions reiterated their concerns and suggested that the most unsatisfactory aspect of the M.Ed. course at BNU was the perceived gap between theory and practice. Their learning did not connect with their professional experience. There were also concerns about the lack of interaction and communication between the teachers and learners.

4.1.4 M.Ed. students’ views on course design 

The students expressed a preference for being examined by three different methods of assessment; open examination, reports on their learning experiences and short essay coursework. 

The students reported that they would like their Master’s course to include:

· More case studies 

· An introduction to more practice-orientated theories

· More opportunities for classroom observation 

· More opportunities for group discussions
· Comprehensive reading lists
· More channels for communication with tutors. 
75% of the M.Ed. students’ agreed that the content of different schools of thought and theories of educational psychology should be included in the M.Ed. study, though over 20% reported they did not need much more educational psychology.  90% of the students had experience of studying educational psychology before starting the M.Ed.

The students felt they were knowledgeable about educational psychology and suggested that the following should be included in a psychology module at Master’s level:

· Learning styles (90% of students)

· Motivation of learning  (85% of students)

· Teachers’ psychology (85%)

· Children’s’ characteristics and social development (80% of students 

· Behaviour changing techniques  (80% of students)

· Children’s’ cognitive development (75% of students)

· Children’s’ intelligence development (75% of students)

· Special education (40%)  

The students felt the following should be included in a pedagogy module:

· teaching strategies and how to apply them (about 85% of students)

· curriculum resource development  (nearly 80% of students)

· classroom management techniques  (nearly 80% of students)

· classroom activities, design and organisation (over 80% of students)

· teaching evaluation  (nearly 80% of students)

· comprehensive curriculum design  (nearly 70% of students) 

· course/curriculum design  (nearly 70% of students)

· subject-based teaching methods (about 45% of students).

4.1.5 Students’ views and experience on the existing BNU M Ed ‘Educational Psychology’ module

The students were satisfied with the range and quantity of information the module covered and the   systematic study of various psychology schools and theories and recent developments in the field it provided and deemed that these would be helpful in the future. They particularly liked lecturers using case studies, which related to teaching practice and which connected to students’ previous teaching experience. However, they felt that there were far too few case studies provided; lecturers tended to provide pure explanation of the abstract theories which were unrelated to their own professional practice.  

There were a number of lecturers involved in the teaching, who prepared their lectures with case studies, used a variety of activities, including discussions. These lecturers were considered to be responsible and enthusiastic by students. Those who only gave lectures on theories, purely talking about the theories without any practical examples to support the interpretation of theory were considered to be not very responsible or caring about their responsibilities to students.

The students suggested that the theoretical learning should be supported by case studies and communication and interaction between the teachers and students, and between students themselves should be encouraged and facilitated, lectures should be more focused on practical topics. 

As many of the students had taken aspects of the subject taught during their first degree, they suggested that it would have been more useful to have been given a reading list covering introductory material rather than including this in the module.  The reading list could also provide them with background material, as well as more comprehensive and in-depth studies in the field.           

4.1.6 Students’ views and experience on the BNU M Ed ‘Pedagogy module’

Contradictory views were expressed about the Pedagogy module. In contrast to the educational psychology modules, students found the pedagogy module more student-centred, as it encouraged students to get actively involved in discussions, presentations and role-plays. The teaching and learning style was fresh and flexible, which was inspiring and exciting to students, these experiences drove them to think and explore. However, there were also some negative opinions expressed about these activities. Some students felt the structure of the module was not systematic, the organisation was very loose and they did not gain enough information and knowledge in this subject. Some students also thought placing students in the centre in the teaching and learning activities was the teachers’ way of avoiding their responsibility, and demanded more teacher involvement and guidance. Although some of the role-playing was considered to be new and fun it was not considered practical enough, they also felt that the material covered lacked depth in places,

The students wanted to increase the amount of systematic or structured learning of the theories supported by case studies and in-depth analysis and to achieve these they would have liked more lectures and learning resources, including a reading list. They would have liked the activities included in the teaching and learning to be better organised with clear directions from the teacher, with role play constructed so that it was more authentic and related to real life practice. They expressed their preference for information on classroom strategies and theory linked to classroom practice. Students also expressed a desire to learn about the practice of teachers in other contexts; such as learning about the experiences of overseas teachers. They also asked for more interactivity between teachers and students and also with existing classroom practitioners. 

4.1.7 Students’ views and experiences on the existing BNU M Ed ‘Educational Technology’ module:
Most of the students had not yet started this module at the time the questionnaire was conducted, so this section should be read in this context. However, those who had already started found that the teachers were very helpful and responsible. The teachers cared about the students’ progress. Students felt that they did learn a lot about computers, as well as a range of generic computer skills, which they felt were useful. However, they felt that there was a gap between what they learnt and what needed in the classroom teaching practice. They also thought that the module could be more skills based and practical with less emphasis on the theoretical aspects. 

They would have liked the module and in particular the skills they were learning to have more to do with specific teaching practice and classroom activities. They wanted to learn by doing and practising in multi-media labs; with teaching and learning undertaken in smaller groups. They wanted the teachers to direct them to more online teaching and learning resources with the assessment in an alternative format to closed book examinations

4.1.8 Linking theory and practice

Linking between theory and practice was the key issue identified by the students.  One suggestion was that theories should be supported by more in-depth analysis illustrated by relevant case studies. Alternatively it might have been useful to enable the students to become more actively involved in discussing or exploring the application of the theories, based on their own previous teaching experience, enabling them to reflect on the theories learnt and their relevance for their own practice. However it was recognised that this might prove somewhat of a challenge to teachers of they did not have the necessary classroom teaching experience themselves at secondary and primary level.  In addition communication and interaction between the students and teachers was considered very important, as was a clear connection between the educational institution and local schools and classrooms.  

4.1.9 Supporting students in making the transition from teacher-centred towards student-centred learning

In managing the transition from teacher-centred learning to student-centred learning it is important to encourage students to take responsibility and become more independent learners. This was a change that needed to be introduced gradually and needed additional resources to support independent study. Therefore the design and structure of the modules intended to involve more student activities should be balanced with a traditional teacher-led format in order to manage the transition to more student-centred activities. There should also be a clear logical connection between the tasks and activities which help students’ construct their own understanding together. In order to encourage students to be more independent of the teacher, there needed to be appropriate learning support and relevant resources such as online books or journals. In addition support in helping the students to become more self-centred learners would be valuable.  This is particularly important if the students are to become more independent learners.  

4.1.10 Practising students’ needs analysis

One common issue that emerged from all three modules was that they were all taught with large groups of students from different backgrounds with various learning needs. It was suggested that it would be useful to do learning needs survey of a list of topics of interest and put students in small groups and provide support to each of the groups according to their interests. This would enable students to become more responsible for their own study.  A reading list of the most important works in the subject should be provided to students, to provide both background material as well as more advanced references and examples of in-depth study materials. 

4.2 Needs analysis with participants of the Beijing/Shenyang pilot 

The WUN eChina pilot ran for a six-week period from 21st March to 30th April 2005. In total eighty-seven in-service teachers from six schools located in Beijing, Huairou and Shenyang participated in the pilot. The participants were equally divided into three groups, each assigned one of the three modules (module 1: Educational Psychology, module 2: Modern Pedagogy, module 3: Educational Technology) at the beginning of the pilot. Eighty-two or 94.25% of the in-service teachers taking part in the pilot completed the questionnaires.   

Nearly all of the participants reported that they were qualified teachers of English. They reported an average of just over nine years teaching experience with 45% of them having ten years or more teaching experience. Half of the participants were teachers from the senior secondary sector, nearly 30% were from the junior secondary sector and less than 20% were from the primary sector. All of them held a first degree or above; all who responded to this question reported an English level of Professional English test band four or CET band six
. 

95% of the participants reported being under forty.  It was clear form the student questionnaires that participants entered their teaching career in their twenties.  Over 80% of the participating teachers were female, this was much higher than the 43.3% - the female teachers’ ratio across all subjects nationally (Chinese education yearbook 2003) the figure reflects, however, the observation that most English language teachers are female. 

4.2.1 Access to a computer, internet and printer  

All respondents reported being able to access a computer at home or work; about 80% of the participants reported being able to access a computer both at home and work, however over 30% of the participants reported having to share a computer with others, which caused problems in terms of the students getting enough access to machines to be able to study for the module.  An average of 7.34 hours was anticipated to be spent on study per week. 

58.5% of the respondents reported having internet access both at home and work; the rest had access either at home or at work. Over 70% of the participants reported having ISDN/broadband internet connections. However, on the second visit we found that their internet connections were not very reliable in the Shenyang school site. A good number of URL links were blocked by local (educational) authorities and some of the participants were accommodated in the areas where internet access was provided (and controlled) by the school or local educational system.

Most of the participants reported they had limited access to printers at work or at home. It was therefore difficult for participants to print paper copies of the course materials.

4.2.2 Computer skills and the use of computers in teaching 

The participants were familiar with text editing and presentation applications (e.g. Word and PowerPoint), internet, search engines and email. Some of them were also familiar with spreadsheets and using instant online live communication, such as chat rooms. However, fewer were familiar with online databases and catalogues, VLEs or database applications.  More than half of the participants reported using a computer between one to four hours a day, above 30% reported using a computer less than one hour a day, less than 10% using computer more than four hours a day, or less than one to two hours a week. 

Books remained the most frequently used resource for teaching, while 23.2% of the participants used a computer lab frequently in teaching, although the majority reported they did use a computer for teaching to some extent.  Nearly half of them experienced barriers to using a computer in their teaching. Equipment shortages and failure, and poor quality of the equipment were major issues, followed by time limitations or heavy workloads and software applications failure. Other barriers included teaching content which was not tailored to the teacher’s individual preferences or which was unsuitable for use in some other way. 

Most of the participants used the computer for creating courseware and displaying or presenting the content, some used it for information research. There were also teachers creating activities involving students using information technology.  

The students reported that their school had provided computer skills training and training in the use of computers for teaching.  Schools provided access to computers, and allowed time off for teachers to receive training. However, more than half of the participants reported that support and training was insufficient, they believed they required more support and further training including training in pedagogy and the application of educational theories to courseware design. 

4.2.3 Online or distance learning course


Only  a quarter of the participants reported having attended some kind of online distance learning course, while the majority reported having no such experience.  

About 15% of the participants, all from the Beijing area, stated that they had attended the ‘Intel Future Educational Training’
. Two had experienced online learning which was available from a BNU affiliated secondary school education website. However, there were not any participants who had experience of learning online with a VLE.

4.2.4 The main reasons for participating in the WUN eChina modules 

The key factors which most motivated the teachers to participate in studying these modules were that they provided the learners with an opportunity to improve the quality of their teaching and that they enabled them to undertake professional development for general self-improvement and skills upgrading.  

When asked for more specific reasons, the participants reported that they wanted to ‘learn new methods to improve the quality of teaching’, opportunities to improve their online learning skills, a means of increasing their level of English, and an opportunity to upgrade their computer skills. Other reasons included the chance to communicate with and exchange experience and opinions with other teachers, the flexibility in terms of time that online learning provided and a general interest in this form of independent and flexible learning. Some participants said that they were motivated by personal interests or were particularly interested in obtaining a formal qualification. In contrast to those with the intrinsic motivations just described, there were also a number of the participants who reported that they were required to learn these modules by the school authority.   

4.2.5 Concerns about the WUN eChina modules  

The major concerns expressed about the modules of study were time limitations and heavy workloads. The participants worried that the limited time available to them and heavy workload at school might not allow them to spend as much time as they needed on the learning. They were worried that the time allocated for completion of the course might be too short to allow them to gain a full understanding of the learning materials. Another concern was how relevant and helpful the modules would be to their teaching practice. 

There were also concerns about the level of difficulty of the programme in terms of English language.  The materials were not designed or intended for use in English.  English versions of the materials were only used with Chinese English teachers in order to enable UK colleagues to participate in the learning and engage with the participants.  The relevance of the content, the participants’ lack of experience of previous experience of online learning and whether the level of their computer skills were adequate enough to follow the programme were also raised as concerns. The participants were also worried about the effectiveness of online learning versus face-to-face learning, they were particularly concerned about effectiveness of communication and getting timely feedback. Other issues included the availability of the equipment, technical support and whether they would be able to gain certificate after completing the modules.  However, one significant factor which should be noted was that they way in which their school introduced them to the concept of the course, its aims and objects and relevance was likely to have a significant impact on their perceptions and attitude towards the course. 

4.2.6 Training and support needs 

The participants stated that they wanted training in network technology and computing skills, as well as guidance and support on using online learning methods and English Language. They expected the modules to provide rich teaching resources and some relevant and useful URL of online resources and case studies which they could apply in the classroom. They were particularly interested in materials and case studies which were subject-specific to their area of teaching. They hoped that their schools would provide time off or flexibility of working time to enable them to undertake the course. However, the reference to specific resources for their subject teaching would appear to reflect a misunderstanding by the teachers about the nature and content of the modules, which were never intended to provide subject specific resources.  

From the tutors, they expected timely feedback, good guidance and would have also liked to have regular face-to-face tutorials. The participants also expressed their enthusiasm for more and continued learning opportunities. 

4.2.7 Background experience 

Nearly all of the participants were English teachers with a first degree in English. Therefore the level of English was quite high among for this group.  

The context in which the pilot was run was complicated and challenging.  The five schools were quite different from each other in terms of access to resources and training opportunities. Those located in Beijing, particularly the secondary school affiliated to BNU were excellently equipped, while those outside of Beijing, including the fee-paying school, were not so well equipped. How to target online courses to those who most need it and who also have access to adequate resources is an issue for further study. 

Nearly all the participants were qualified teachers on average under thirty-five years old and averaging over nine years experience in teaching. This suggests that the majority of the participants graduated from teacher training universities where ‘educational psychology’ and ‘pedagogy’ were compulsory modules, or they had taken some kind of prior training in these areas. It also suggests that they went directly into teaching after graduating from the teacher training universities and were therefore quite experienced at the time they joined WUN eChina learning modules.  However, talking with the participants revealed that the theories on educational psychology and pedagogy they had previously studied did not seem to be very relevant to their later teaching practice nor did this material play any role in guiding or directing their classroom practice. As a result, although they wanted theory to inform their practice, they were not convinced that the theories they were going to learn would be relevant or helpful. Relevance of the modules to their practice was one of the major concerns of the teachers; this challenge was further exacerbated by the complexity/diversity of the background of the participants.  Nearly 20% of the participants, primarily those from the primary school sector, may well have needed or wanted theories and case studies that were different from those provided in the modules as the programme was originally designed for in-service teachers from secondary schools.   

4.2.8 Computers, internet and printer access 

In spite of the report that all the participants could access a computer and the internet at home or work, there were still many participants who had to share computers with others; in addition some of the teachers did not have access both at home and work, which was inconvenient and consequentially had an adverse effect on motivation. This is reflected in the fact that those who did had internet access both at home and work anticipated spending more time learning online than those who had more limited access. This issue of access was particularly problematic as much of the course work and activities was required to be done online. Observations during the induction suggested that the internet access was not reliable at times; for example many of the URLs embedded in the material were blocked by the Shenyang local authority. 

The fact that for some access to printers was limited also had a negative as it meant the participants were unable to print off material.   

4.2.9 ICT skills and the use of computers in teaching/learning

The participants were familiar with text editing and presentation applications such MS Word and PowerPoint, reflecting their major use of computers in teaching which was for making and presenting or displaying course material.  They were also familiar with using the internet to search for information to produce course materials and presentations. 

The survey suggested that the teachers’ use of computers in teaching was mainly to support presentation and that their use of the internet was primarily for information searching purposed. They expected to learn more computer applications and skills on the course and they hoped that the WUN eChina modules would provide relevant resources and information. 

The majority of the participants used email to communicate on a regular basis and over one third reported doing online chat frequently but did not have much experience of posting to discussion boards. This showed that the participants were more used to private or one-to-one communication than online group discussions or debates. This suggested that the participants did not have adequate prior experience of undertaking the type of collaborative activities which were inherent within the proposed modules.  Using chat room facilities for group members to socialise with each other and provide emotional support might help form the sense of group presence and better collaboration. A few participants had some online learning experience but not with using a VLE, suggesting that the induction programme needed to include support on how to use the VLE and mechanisms to enable them to become more familiar and comfortable with the course’s pedagogic model. 

The participants voiced their concern about workloads, time limitations, study load and the short period of time that the pilot was running. One of the strengths of online learning is considered to be its flexibility, but participants reported that it was hard to keep their studies high on their list of priorities (due to a range of conflicting pressures). Furthermore for many of the participants this kind of learning was new to them – both in terms of working online and in terms of the type of pedagogical approach adopted. They felt that they needed time and support to enable them to adapt to this approach.  However, as the pilot ran only for six weeks, this was not deemed long enough for them to develop the necessary skills, nor to benefit from their learning as much as they expected. However, the modules did provide them with an opportunity to learn and engage with practitioners in other organisations.  There may therefore be a need to negotiate with participating schools for staff support in terms of time, equipment and other issues.

The most important reason the participants gave for taking part in this learning was their motivation to improve the quality of their teaching. However they felt that the modules did not necessarily match this expectation which is likely to have had a negative impact on their engagement with the modules. There was also an expectation that the module content was something they could directly or indirectly transfer to classroom teaching.  Teachers were keen to find new resources to use with their students. 

Those teachers who were required by the school authorities to learn these modules were not well motivated and were resistant to taking part in the pilot, they perceived the programme as a distraction from their teaching.  

There was a reasonable concern among the participants in terms of whether online learning could be as effective as face-to-face learning and concern that they would not get enough time, support and feedback from tutors. Despite being presented as an online learning course, participants asked if there could be more face-to-face sessions. They therefore wanted more direct, synchronous tutorial support, preferably face-to-face. Video conference sessions could provide a means of building a closer relationship with tutors and meeting this need.

4.2.10 Challenges

The following challenges emerged in evidence from the baseline data collection:

· How to support theoretical study with more practical applications and connect theoretical insights with immediate classroom concerns and practice  

· How to train and support the participants with online learning skills, including time management and collaborative learning as well as use of the VLE, other computer and language skills  

· How to provide more authentic and personalised tutorial support rather than have support solely available online 

· How to cope with technological or resource limitations

4.3 Focus groups with learners 

4.3.1 Course content and structure

Most respondents viewed the modules as rich in content and resources. The materials that embedded case studies and video clips were considered particularly useful since they provided teachers with good examples and resources which they could apply in their own teaching and classroom activities. Video clips were considered to be both interesting and easy to follow. The participants wanted more relevant case studies and multimedia learning materials.  Quite a few participants reported that the course provided a good number of useful online teaching and learning resources, including URLs which have contributed to widening their views, inspiring and enriching their teaching ideas. 

There were mixed views towards whether or not the materials were relevant to their teaching practice among the participants. Those who regarded the materials as relevant and useful intended to connect ideas with their professional and classroom practice, holding a view that in spite of different background and context of the materials, they were still useful in encouraging them to reflect on their own practice and discover the differences. As one teacher stated: 

“From my point, being useful or not should not only be reckoned by connecting immediately with classroom practice; the materials enable me to think about my practice and this process is a kind of self-improvement.”

However, some thought that some of the content was too theoretical, dealing with purely academic concepts and notions that were ‘away from our concerns of everyday teaching’. This again suggests that there was a misunderstanding that the modules were designed to provide resources for subject specific teaching. A number of participants expressed their desire for subject-related ideas and materials, which they considered would be more practical and useful.

Some of the modules (e.g. Educational Technology) were perceived as being well-structured by having the materials divided into learning sections. It was thought that this division of materials made the content clearer to participants and saved their time in terms of having to navigate and find materials. However, it was felt that the aims and objectives of each unit were not clear enough and there was some confusion amongst respondents about what they needed to do in each unit, as the following quotes illustrate: ‘I don’t really know what to do next’; ‘I feel a bit blind sometimes’. More clearly stated learning objectives and some hints about the tasks in Chinese were suggested. The participants also preferred those modules that stated objectives, learning outcomes and task outcomes from the outset rather than having them integrated within the content. 

4.3.2 Learning and the online environment

The induction was deemed useful by most of respondents, with nearly eighty percent of the learners participating in the focus groups rating the induction seven or above on a nought to ten (low-high) Likert scale. It helped participants finding their way around the course on the VLE and reduced their nervousness to some extent. However, they expressed their dissatisfaction that the assessment process was not fully explained in the induction and that caused a feeling of uncertainty and a lack of purpose to their study.   The participants would have preferred some form of summative accreditation for their study.  The participants wanted the assessment criteria to be made explicit from the outset; encouragingly they were open to new and innovative forms of assessment.

It was evident that the focus of the course on collaboration and communication was gradually understood by participants as the pilot progressed. Some participants enjoyed the discussion forum by stating that they were able to voice their opinions and learn from each other by communicating and exchanging ideas with teachers from other schools.  However, the pedagogical approach embedded in the course which required them to ‘reflect’ and/or ‘critically analyse’ the materials they were viewing or the topics they were considering, were perceived as new and unfamiliar to them as Chinese learners as they were used to adopted a learning style which focused on memorising and recall of factual knowledge. A number of the respondents felt that some of the participants’ and tutor’s contributions were superficial, without much thought behind them. They were of the opinion that such contributions did not add to their own understanding or encourage them to respond. 

However, a significant theme emerging through the focus groups was that participants appreciated the face-to-face discussion with their colleagues. They preferred synchronous rather than asynchronous communication, however although an online chat room was set up, its function was limited by the small number of participants who were online at the same time, as well as the limitations of the function within the VLE used, Moodle. It was therefore suggested that a better and more structured archive for tracing back in the discussion forum was required. Also, it was evident from the discussion above that more support was needed to guide participants in using and contributing to online discussions. 

Some participants found reading from the screen difficult but a printer was not always available for them. Several participants called for the materials to be available on a CD (which some course designers provided at a  later date) or for the distribution of some printed handouts, in addition to being on the website. This may reflect a preference for being able to work offline and not incur internet charges, particularly as some of the participants were not be able to study in their work place due to their work commitments and priorities. 

The flexibility and convenience of e-learning was recognized as advantageous and appreciated by these in-service teachers. It was evident that some participants had found it difficult to manage their study time with their workload pressures and classroom demands. It was claimed that there was insufficient time to study the materials and a longer period of time to complete the modules was required. Alternatively, taking this course during their summer or winter vacation would have been preferable to six weeks during their term time as offered in the pilot. It was reported that the tasks usually took longer than the suggested timings and this inhibited the learners from reaching a ‘sense of achievement’.

4.3.3 Language issues

Language was still a major barrier to completing the learning tasks in time and respondents were of the opinion that the course designers had not adequately considered their actual level of proficiency in English. Many participants stated that they had difficulties in following the English part of the content, which significantly slowed down the learning process and added to the time they spent studying. A Chinese-English bilingual glossary was suggested to facilitate and speed up their study.  Again it should be noted that the use of English in the pilot was for the benefit of English colleagues who were keen to engage with the participants and pilot the materials.  The modules are designed to be used in Chinese, the use of English was therefore a concern about the conduct of the pilot and not integral to the design of the e-learning modules.

4.3.4 The support of the e-tutor

When participants were asked about the support required from tutors and whether this was seen to be adequate or appropriate they indicated that there were differences among modules in terms of the amount and quality of the support provided by the e-tutor. More positive views were voiced for the ‘Educational Technology’ and ‘Modern Pedagogy’ modules compared with the ‘Educational Psychology’ module. Participants who had received written feedback from e-tutors on their assignments were ‘inspired’ by their comments and were also ‘encouraged’ when the e-tutor responded specifically to their forum postings. One participant described her feeling as:

   ‘Although we are thousands of miles away from each other, we are close in the way we communicated. I enjoy this feeling very much and this is very encouraging for my study. ‘

More suggestions and advice from tutors on their assignments would have been appreciated, along with clearer requirements for the assignment and instructions.  It was evident that the participants in the focus groups had expected e-tutors to direct and guide forum discussions, summarising the discussions at different stages, moderating, facilitating and extending the discussions with well-informed posting, as well as providing examples of how participants could learn effectively online. This reflected the striking differences in the approach to learning between the course focus and Chinese tradition, where learners expect more direction from the teacher. One teacher expressed this by saying:

   ‘Sometimes we felt blind in the discussion - what to say, how to say it. If tutors can set up a set of specific topics and we talk around them, it might make discussion more purposeful and productive. ‘

It was anticipated that there would be more interaction with e-tutor participation in the forum discussions. It was also suggested by some participants that tutors should set up some specific time in a discussion forum or chat room to answer their questions online as a supplementary method of tutorial support and communication.

4.3.5 Additional points raised by the participants

Some difficulties were encountered throughout the study in terms of technical problems, such as problems in terms of displaying Chinese or English texts; broken or inaccessible links to online resources and unreliable internet connections. One reason for this was that some internet access to foreign websites was blocked by the local educational authority. These problems were solved to some extent as the course progressed. The worst difficulty was not being able to access the internet at all, which had happened to at least nine of twelve participants from one school (BNU later provided a CD ROM of the Educational Technology Module – which was welcomed.)

Overall, a large number of participants expressed their willingness to continue to study on the course and over ninety percent of the focus group participants would recommend the course to their colleagues and friends.

4.4 Interview with BNU Management Representatives

4.4.1 Background Information

Three individual interviews with Chinese managers of the project took place at the end of April 2004 in Beijing. The interviewees were from the School of Continuing Education and Teacher Training of Beijing Normal University (BNU) who were taking responsibility for management and administration of the project. The focus of the interviews was on overall perceptions of the project, its value, and issues about roles and organization. The interviews also explored potential future activities such as mainstreaming of the project or ideas for future areas of research. Two interviews were conducted in English and one in Chinese, with translation into English. 

4.4.2 Findings and Discussion

Roles of project members within institutions 

Roles and responsibilities were reported as not being well defined in the project. One interviewee felt her role was something between an administrator and project manager, or even both, because she seems to have been ‘doing everything for the project – from upper managerial level to detailed coordination and organization.’ Another interviewee perceived himself as a very key person in the project in China, yet he maintained that his privileges were quite different from those of his British counterpart because, ‘for me every decision - even small little things - I have to ask for permission.’ He admitted that this was one of the barriers inhibiting him from doing work well. 

The project had a high profile in both the university and schools, it was said to have a ‘strong background’ having been initiated by the government, involved several different schools and many subject experts. One interviewee expressed the opinion that it received more emphasis at school level because she could not feel any direct support coming from the university. However, it was also reported that there were a wide range of stakeholders involved in the project with different expectations, agendas and views on the project and its relevance. 

Reasons for being involved in the project

A variety of reasons was given for being involved in the project. One senior manager talked in particular from an institutional rather than a personal perspective. For the university, he claimed, it was a good opportunity to gain experience of developing a new international collaborative e-learning course and to explore the models most suited to the Chinese context. Furthermore, BNU is classified as an experimental site for e-learning, a factor which no doubt in his view helped them to win the bid. In the school, they were looking forward to developing more e-learning materials for in-service teachers. One interviewee commented that the ways in which the BNU people were involved were a kind of ‘typical Chinese style involvement’. Most of them were told to do the job by the institution rather than working on their own initiative, although some of them were self-motivated including this particular interviewee.  One particular issues was that although those involved in the project on the Chinese side were promised that they would be paid for their involvement and time on the project, no such payments were forthcoming, a factor which was clearly demotivating. 

Cross-institutional collaboration 

Cross-institutional collaboration was highly valued by the interviewees. This was a complex project involving many institutions working together. It provided the opportunity for each side to get to know each other and hence build a strong foundation for future collaboration. It was also stated that the project helped people within the institution and across the institutions to build up good collaborative relationships.   There was a high level of personal commitment and enthusiasm for the project and the collaborative partnerships it produced.

Project impact – Dissemination and use of the project findings

Several different ways of disseminating the project findings were reported such as workshops, word of mouth, reports to the Ministry of Education (MoE), internal publications and discussions within the university. The different means of disseminating the project findings were regarded as having multiple effects. For example, eChina articles in books published by BNU enabled more people to get to know about the project and also helped the developers reflect on their own experience. However, participants felt there was a need for more official publications and dissemination of project findings.  
Benefits of becoming involved in the project

EChina was seen as having provided a very good opportunity for the university staff in both countries to get to know each other, and for sharing ideas and resources for developing online courses in the Chinese context, as well as providing an opportunity to engage in intercultural collaboration. Personally, all interviewees felt they had gained a range of experiences by participating in the project, which was helpful for their career development. One interviewee actually declared that, ’eChina made my life more meaningful!’ Mutual understanding was emphasized by an interviewee who stated that ‘we also have a long history in distance education like the U.K … we are not going to give up all of our standards. Rather, we want the U.K. University to get to know the reality of distance education in China and find ways of being compatible with U.K. standards in such a project.’   The opportunity to learn from the practice of both traditions was seen as a key strength of the project.

Timing of eChina relative to the organization and future interests in e-learning

The timing of the project for BNU was seen as appropriate and timely by two interviewees, who stated that the Ministry of Education was attaching increasing attention and importance to e-learning. Another interviewee admitted that, as someone working inside the project, it is very difficult for him to see this. He assumed that e-learning was experiencing a period of ‘cooling down’ after the blind enthusiasm at the very beginning. However, there is agreement among the interviewees that the school was very keen on continuing the eChina project and similar e-learning projects through collaboration with overseas universities.  

E-learning barriers and drivers, and strategies for changing culture

Limited resources were regarded as the most significant barrier to the project implementation. These resources were both personal and financial. People involved found it difficult to manage their time spent on the project within their overall workload, particularly when this was not remunerated and recognized. It was pointed out that it is a long-term project so that those people who wanted to see more immediate effects might feel frustrated. As one interviewee said ‘Some of the managers and participants feel they have put too much into the project and they are wondering if it was worth it because it takes such a long time to see the effect.’  The financial system and organizational culture were seen as other major barriers. 

One interviewee expressed strong dissatisfaction with difficulties caused by the institution, which did not give any guarantee of payment to those who contributed their time and effort to the project. There was no contract signed between the institution and individual participants until one year after the project started which was perceived as inhibiting project implementation. Most participants were self-motivated because of their enthusiasm for e-learning, including two of those interviewed. On the other hand, there seems to have been a gap between their expectations and the actual progress of the project due to the infrequent support from the institution, which de-motivated them to some extent. Another barrier mentioned by the interviewees was there is an unresolved problem as to whether a Master’s degree, in China, can be obtained from a purely on-line course. A decision about this has yet to be made at policy level. 

Lessons learnt and recommendations arising from their involvement in the project

The most important lesson was that project goal setting should be realistic, since overly ambitious goals at the beginning of eChina inhibited the implementation of the project. An interviewee recommended ‘smaller and more doable goals’. Also the project should be driven and motivated internally, which means the potential of the project should be recognized and valued by the institution in which the project is going to be implemented. Adequate resources must be made available. In order to do so, an interviewee claimed that, before getting started, that it was import to get’ a clear picture of the project’. More political and financial support from the government and the university was called for.  People who were working for the project also need recognition of their contribution. 

The e-learning project as a catalyst for change: educational impact

As a new approach to teaching and learning, e-learning needs further experimentation to explore its full potential. The e-China project has been seen as very meaningful and creative in developing cross-cultural collaboration in e-learning. One interviewee believed that ‘what we are doing [eChina] is very advanced in China, even in the world’. From the government level, the Ministry of Education still views cooperation with U.K. as important and fruitful since the U.K. has extensive experience of e-learning. There was belief held by one interviewee that there are some global pedagogical principles underlying online learning. Therefore, this kind of collaboration is a very useful experience ‘which can be used to develop all sorts of different traditional courses, degree courses and vocational training courses and so on.’ He further indicated that teachers and students should benefit or have already benefited from this kind of communication and exchange of ideas across different countries and cultures. One interviewee stated, in agreement with the other two interviewees’ opinions, that:   ’I believe there are common things we can share and communicate, not just knowledge, but ways of thinking and emotions. We are so pleased to have had this opportunity. So I think we should try our best to continue.’ 

4.5 The focus group with Chinese developers

The purpose of the focus group interviews with developers was to:

· identify strengths and weaknesses in the existing planning, design and development processes, 

· explore developers’ perspectives on the cross-cultural collaboration, 

· identify important issues in establishing a successful working relationship for continuing collaboration 

· Feed this information back to the development teams in the UK and China. 

Although originally it was envisaged that a focus group would take place with both Chinese and UK teams, in the end a structured focus group was undertaken only with the Chinese developers. The UK developers views were gathered and analysed through ongoing project meetings and discussions and are reported in the next section.

The following results are from the focus group conducted in June 2004 with seven participants from three different module groups at Beijing Normal University, using nominal group techniques. (For full details of the methodology and full report please see appendix 4.)

The structure and content of the focus group interview covered:

· Initial expectations and how these compared with the actual experience of working on the project

· Aspects of the collaboration and development that the developers felt were helpful and why 

· Problems or barriers experienced during the process

· Suggestions and strategies from developers for establishing successful working relationships for continuing the collaboration

The developers from BNU expected the project to be properly defined and funded. They expected the School of Network Education, which coordinated and hosted the project, to be very supportive, providing a good working environment in terms of resource provision and project planning, and in the organisation of activities. They expected good communication channels.  They also expected that the course content would be developed and made available online to meet the deadlines and quality standards; that the course would be designed to meet learners learning needs and to be beneficial to their learning. 

To meet these goals, they expected thorough and adequate debate at the early stage of the actual development of the content including objectives, feasibility studies and needs analysis.

The developers expected to learn from each other during this collaboration, to exchange cultures and enrich and broaden their knowledge, as well as to acknowledge the latest developments in their subject areas.  At the time that the focus group interview took place, the developers' expectations and real experiences were compared. Some of the expectations were met, but some were met to a lesser extent. 

Developers were generally happy with the progress of the content development.  Developers found their assignments of work clear and stated that this was helpful in their progress toward finishing tasks.  However, the developers concluded that the outcome was achieved mainly because the developers were hard working and responsible. They were not happy with the absence of funding, limited resources and poor administrative support at the local level. Due to the lack of funding, the project team and the working relationships were not clearly defined.  Project management still followed the bureaucratic administrative method (top-down task assignment style rather than British support/service-based style).  Encouragement was limited, both in terms of resources and moral support.

There was a general scope and plan of the project with stages, which developers found of some help. However, there was not a well-prepared work plan in place with details of each stage. Developers did not feel that they were adequately informed about project management procedures such as the processes for communicating within the project team and for receiving and acting on feedback on their work.  They felt that the project was operating in a reactive fashion rather than being proactively planned in advance.  

“Development teams from both sides were asked to produce something right at the beginning individually without any agreed model (template / frame) to follow, but later, we were constantly asked to make changes.”

The developed felt that proper and effective communication was a critical success factor for managing expectations. Face-to-face collaboration was considered the most effective way to communicate with British developers. Visiting the UK was a very successful and valuable experience.  The visit enhanced the Chinese participants’ understanding of the British education system, its theories and concepts in course design. It also provided a good opportunity for them to exchange knowledge and information of the latest developments in their subject field with the British developers. The Chinese also collected data for the project and reviewed some platforms developed in the UK.  The Chinese developers found that communicating with British developers was inspiring albeit not frequent enough. The British teamwork style provided a good model for future Chinese projects. The communication channel between the management team and developers, between different development groups, between British and Chinese developers was deemed to be neither sufficient nor effective enough. The communication between the management team and developers was not regular; there wasn’t a formal channel in which to provide feedback. Communications between British and Chinese developers were limited in frequency and not as intense as when communicating face-to-face.

Developers found that meetings were not very effective for problem solving or for clarifying confusion in terms of the issues they were facing in developing the content. One issue, which arose for example, was the intellectual property rights of the material being produced and who owned what. Another issues concerned articles that were hyperlinked to the course and in particular ensuring that this links didn’t break over time. These issues were raised many times during the project but were never adequately solved.  

Some developers thought that the pre-designed debates and explorations about objectives, feasibility studies and needs analysis were not thorough or adequate enough, but they were more or less happy with the content that they developed. However, there was still some confusion and the need for guidelines along with additional discussion: 

“There were not agreed guidelines or formats or assessment for all three modules, and the current assessment methods, and the work-load of Chinese students was not taken into consideration.”

When there were different opinions between British and Chinese developers, the Chinese developers somehow felt that the management team was in favour of British developers’ opinions when making decisions. 

“UK developers’ design was based on a problem-solving style of learning, which was good, but I don’t agree with using this for all of the courses. We think training students for in-depth thinking is important. The course designers were always in favour of the UK group’s model of a single format for learning. Can we have two kinds of styles existing at the same time when seeking the balance of different concepts and theories in course design? Content decides the format. M. Ed. courses in China emphasise training students on a high level with them thinking about the theories. The concepts from both teams should co-exist which would have some influence for [this whole subject] area in China.”

The developers reported that there was a language communication problem. English was the working language, but interpretation and translation were not always available which hindered communication challenges. The language may have limited the Chinese developers’ confidence levels and motivation in debating with their UK colleagues and may have limited their access to information. Therefore, there is a danger that the Chinese developers’ capabilities were not full exploited, as they might have felt excluded or only working on the project because of ‘making do’. 

4.6 UK e-tutors’ and developers’ perspectives

These findings came from e-tutors diaries and reports, informal interviews and on-going discussions and communications with developers and e-tutors, which continued throughout the project development and pilot.  For further information on e-tutors and developer’s reflections, see appendices 5-7.
Background 

Most of the e-tutors supporting the learners in the pilot were also the developers of the module units.  All nine UK and Chinese module developers participated in the tutorial support for participants who were following the study of the unit that they personally were involved in developing. Supporting the participants in the pilot proved to be a challenging and at times frustrating task, as well as a learning experience to the e-tutors, despite their previous experiences in supporting students online. 

Induction

The e-tutors in the UK found that the Chinese participants were not as adequately prepared for this e-learning programme as they expected. There was a gap between the developers’ and tutors’ perceptions of their academic level and the reality of the Chinese participants skills which the basic induction programme did not bridge; especially in terms of critical thinking, academic writing, and developing and understanding of the concepts of knowledge construction, collaborative
 learning and action learning. They also felt that the Chinese participants needed more support in understanding learning tasks and a much clearer and comprehensive introduction were crucial and the creation of a learning community in the early stages were needed. The team working on the module on Educational Technology also felt that the induction for e-tutors was inadequate.  They had expected that there would be Chinese e-tutors who would be trained as facilitators; in practice the developers had to take on this role.   They also noted that their own lack of confidence with the new VLE (Moodle) made offering support much more difficult and that more training in the use of the VLE would have helped alleviate these problems. .

Learning approach

One of the aspects of the modules of Modern Pedagogy and Educational Psychology that e-tutors judged to be successful was in linking pedagogical theory to practice. The e-tutors discovered that: 

“the most satisfying discussions we had revolved around sharing our classroom experiences.  Firstly, exchanges of this kind facilitate a more personal relationship between tutor and participant, and between participants themselves.  Secondly, in terms of teachers sharing ideas to improve classroom practice, it is a sound way of offering suggestions, of ‘trouble-shooting’ and of reinforcing a collaborative climate.”  (Tutor Report II)

The e-tutors strongly recommended that the learning materials should be developed in a way to be “a blend of theoretical input and practical activities”.  However, this contrast with the views of participants who found imbalance in the theoretical and practical elements of the units should be noted.  

In the module on Educational Technology, the developers worked towards a joint design of the programme which included beliefs and values from China and UK.

“The pedagogic approach that was negotiated was based on a combination of cooperative and self-managed learning using experiential techniques, and taking into account the local infrastructure in China of local study centres and the number of learners in a typical learning group.” (Tutor report III)

“The final result was a blend of the more 'open' pedagogic designs we use in our own practice in the UK and the more structured approach used in China.”(Tutor report III)

However, during the pilot, the e-tutors found that the Chinese participants were not always receptive to the student-centred and collaborative approaches promoted by the modules or being autonomous and independent learners. A number of reasons were suggested for this, which reflected the wide range of experience amongst the UK e-tutors/developers:  

“One of the greatest difficulties faced by the pilot participants appears to have been their inability to adapt their approaches to learning to suit a virtual learning environment.  This may possibly be partly attributed to the traditional ways of Chinese pedagogic approaches which are typically teacher-driven and teacher-centred.  Thus, with the benefit of hindsight, we were possibly expecting too much of our Chinese learners to make this huge pedagogic leap in order to work beneficially through the e-learning materials.” (Tutor report I)

However, more experienced e-learning tutors attributed this to the limited induction for participants and tutors in using Moodle and understanding e-tutoring in the Chinese context: 

“… the learners were obviously unused to the informal style of our communication and we were unused to giving feedback and directing them in the way that they expected.”(Tutor report III)

This highlights some of the difficulties the project found in providing a similar experience for the e-tutors from each participating institution. In some cases, tutors were not as involved in the induction and preparatory stages as others were and this has led to a difference in perspective on the relationship between e-tutoring and participation by learners.

The e-tutors were disappointed at the level of academic performance of the participants in undertaking the learning tasks, especially in terms of reflective approaches and critical thinking: 

“Postings made in Unit 2 journals suggest that participants had not grasped sufficiently the notion of reflective practice and so were unable to effectively undertake some of the online tasks and activities or apply these methodologies to their own learning and classroom practice.” (Tutor report I )

This was partly found to be due to the lack of support for reflective practice:

 “Whilst reflective practice provided the theoretical framework of both T&L1 & 2 the materials did not include input on how to write reflectively, the purpose of reflective journals, how to apply reflective practice in the classroom context, and so on.  It has become clear that solely theoretical input on our part is insufficient. This was demonstrated by the extremely superficial level of reflection evident in participant responses.”(Tutor report II)

However, the tutors noticed improvements during the progress of the pilot, at the end of the six-week trial; some participants became more independent, reflective and critical. This was certainly encouraging; even though it started from a more superficial level expected. It is anticipated that their ability to reflect will broaden and deepen with increased study time or as participants become more used to the process of reflection, “However, towards the end of the study period of Unit 1, several participants were beginning to demonstrate at least an initial engagement with the concept.”(Tutor report II)

E-tutors supporting Modern Pedagogy and Educational Psychology came to a conclusion that:

 “in order for e-learning to be a truly effective method, the introduction to the materials that participants receive should really be more comprehensive and provide them with the appropriate study skills to properly engage in the virtual learning environment and the (new) pedagogic processes employed in the e-learning materials.” 

The e-tutors supporting Educational Technology offered eight key factors that they were felt essential - “good access to Internet technology for all, stable technology and learning platform that both e-tutors and learners are confident in using, e-tutors with appropriate skills and competences, extended learner induction that gives both e-tutors and learners the opportunity to 'practice' in the online environment, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for online learning, institutional/strategic support, a reasonable timescale” - in addition to “cultural and language factors”.

Supporting the participants

E-tutors played a critical role in encouraging the participants to engage with learning as well as supporting them academically in the subject matter. This was valued by the learners especially in the early stages when they were new to online learning.  

Some tutors expressed surprise at the level of input required: 

“When learners embark on a new programme of learning, teacher input is bound to be considerable at first.  Here, the participants were also coping with a new way of learning, which also required technical know-how they did not necessarily have.  So in terms of time, tutor input, or tutor ‘presence’, had to be substantial.  I am firmly convinced however, that were the participants to follow the full module, this investment in time would prove to be top-heavy. “(Tutor Report II)

“I was at pains to ensure my presence could be seen on Moodle as a form of encouragement and academic support.  At first this meant that I responded to everything the participants posted.  I realised quite quickly that if the tutor jumps in at every forum posting, this inhibits the development of discussion between the participants, and reinforces participant assumptions that the tutor has the ‘right’ answer. ” “(Tutor Report II)

Whereas others, with previous experience of supporting students online already recognised the need for sensitive and expert tutoring but felt that timescales and (again) induction and support for students were inadequate during the pilot:

“ the experience of time in an online context is very different to real time.  Online learning takes much longer. This hit the Chinese learners very hard - they were not prepared for this.  Time management for online learning should be part of learner induction.” (Tutor report III)

However, some of the participants felt they had had a positive experience and appreciated the e-tutors input:

“at the end of the unit I received some very nice comments from teachers who had participated saying how much they had enjoyed the unit.  One in particular thanked me for my ‘prompt replies and feedback’ which she found ‘encouraging and motivating’ and so in that sense I found the e-tutoring experience very worthwhile.” (Tutor Report I)

Use of the VLE

Despite having had a minimum of half a days training on Moodle (sometimes, it was a full day if it could be arranged), a number of participants clearly experienced some problems using it. All the e-tutors reported some problems, in particular in terms of using tools for communication and discussion.

E-tutors from the Educational technology module suggested that practice in the online learning environment probably at a face-2-face event would probably have helped the learners understand the expectation from tutors and become more familiar with the tools and approaches.  

“We realised very early in the trial that learners were finding Moodle difficult to use, and communication very difficult.  Their expectations of what the course was about varied widely from the concept of knowledge construction, collaborative learning and action learning that we were trying to achieve. ” (Tutor report III)

The e-tutors from the other two modules found that the participants were not clear about the function of the various resources in the VLE. 

“most notably that of the online journal… reflective writing never really got underway (quite apart from the fact that the participants had not previously done any reflective writing) and the journal became a kind of online descriptive ‘exercise book’. “ (Tutor Report II)

Managing the forum was also challenging, there were ‘simply too many’ forums in one unit.  

“Almost all discussions were open at any one given time, leading to confusion amongst the participants who on occasion responded to a particular thread with comments actually meant for another discussion entirely.”  (Tutor Report II)

This, plus the unfamiliarity with using the forum, made it difficult to learn effectively from discussion. Participants tended to use email more than the forum which was considered to be problematic: 

“…not only in terms of time, but also because some participants began to sidestep the –Moodle, apparently preferring a one-to-one communication.  Whilst 1-2-1 communication has its place, an over-emphasis on it contradicts the very nature of the collaborative e-learning experience.”  (Tutor Report II)

 “I suggested many times to the individual participants that they share their thoughts on the Moodle, but they did not do so. “ (Tutor Report II)

This could be because of the Chinese participants’ lacking of confidence of their English language proficiency or their in experience communicating with large peer audience who could criticise them directly or indirectly to cause them to ‘lose- face’.  

“The participants appeared to lack a clear understanding of what was required of them and so did not fully utilise the online materials available to them.  They might have benefited from a lengthier induction with also more time to practise studying online with tutors’ support at hand”. (Tutor report II)
Language and cultural issues 

Some of the e-tutors (Educational psychology and Modern pedagogy) felt that the learning activities and learning contexts provided as examples were culturally rooted in the UK, therefore, not at a level the Chinese participants could easily follow. The participants were found to have engaged only partly in the tasks and the time planned for each activity was deemed inappropriate.

This could be due firstly to the participants’ level of academic English not meeting the requirement across the skills both to engage fully with the content and to express both in public and online environment (which could have issues about English for ‘public’ online forum, personal confidence for such and additional burden of time constructing communications and checking the correctness). Secondly, it may be due to the gap in their previous educational background and the developers’ perception, which was based on the UK context.

The e-tutors also found that instead of writing critically or reflectively, the participants were “copying and pasting from my own materials, sometimes transcripts of the video interviews … in the online journal, in the assignments and at times on the forum”.
This might be considered to be plagiarism in the UK context, but could be consider a sign of respect to the authority tutors or text in a Chinese context. These could be due to the same reasons as Shui (2004) analysed:   

· Cultural background

· Language proficiency

· Academic writing skills

In order to address this issue there is a need for development teams and tutors to take account of such cultural differences in their course design and assessment processes.  If particular referencing conventions are expected then students will need appropriate learning support.

Tutors for the Educational Technology module felt that linguistic issues had not been adequately addressed and that in the future, both the learning materials and platform need to offer both languages and provide bi-lingual annotations and learning objects
. Participants were positive about the video triggers embedded in their units and tutors felt that this cognitive scaffolding was essential support for Chinese learners.  

Assessment

Clearly how learning should be assessed in an online environment with the type of pedagogical model adopted is a complex issue and it is not clear from the evaluation if this was achieved or properly communicated with the participants. It is also important to recognise that assessment is important to students’ motivation and indeed is one of their main drivers in terms of commitment. Some of the e-tutors highlighted the problem of using volunteers in the trial where participation brought no tangible rewards and assessment procedures were not fully understood as noted here: 

“We noted that the learners sought summative feedback on their progress in the trial and looked in part to the technology to give this.”(Tutor report III)

The evaluation also highlighted that many of the participants expressed confusion and concern about the assessment associated with the course, and that perhaps clearer guidance and management of expectations should have been addressed during the induction. 

Communication and support 

E-tutors found that there was generally a lack of communication between the e-tutors across the three modules. A working relationship was not established between the e-tutors themselves, although the programme itself promotes the advantages of collaboration between teachers
. There were also a gap between the tutors’ needs and the administrative support, for example in terms of supporting and updating learners’ profiles. The e-tutors were also materials developers, therefore different from those who were in a tutorial role only. For a large scale delivery of the course the students would have to be supported by tutors who weren’t involved in the material development and training and support which takes this into consideration may well be necessary. 

Technical problems

Some of the developers felt that the early problems with providing a learning platform and the need to therefore create simulated web pages in place of content created in situ, hindered the design process. Further to this, a lack of access to technical support made it difficult to create an appropriate look and feel and intuitive navigation:

 “When Moodle became available, we did not have access to technical support to 'customise' Moodle in a way that achieved systematic and instinctive use of navigation and links.  In the trial, we ourselves felt very uncertain about using Moodle because it was new to us - the learners must have found this even more difficult.  We needed induction into using Moodle.”(Tutor report III)

Another difficulty arose due to the different system of Chinese and English language in the computer, the Chinese Moodle did not support certain English Language characters, such as punctuation marks, often causing corruption of the font which was off-putting. There were also broken links where the video clips or some other resources were inaccessible. 

“This compromises the overall professional ‘feel’ or ‘look’ of the unit, as well as quite probably making reading harder for the participants.”  (Tutor Report II)

The experiences reported here from the learners, e-tutors, developers, and management representatives offer some insights into the complexity of this cross-cultural collaboration from different perspectives. The conclusions and recommendations drawn from the findings are reported in the next section. 

5. Conclusions and recommendations 

5.1 Conclusions 

The project has been complex with its aim of collaboration between UK and Chinese educational institutions in the design and production of e-learning materials and the testing of these materials with teachers in Chinese schools. The creation and extensive testing of materials in practice has provided valuable experience for the project team and rich material from which to develop a pedagogic model and undertake further collaborative research and development of e-learning. 

There are nearly 11 million in-service teachers in primary, junior secondary and regular senior secondary schools in China. A key driver for change is the government’s educational reform of the curriculum, with its emphasis on shifting the focus of teaching and learning in China from a teacher-centred model to a model of student-centred learning.  However, it is clear from the evaluation that there is a wide range of different backgrounds and needs amongst in-service teachers.  The evaluation suggests that e-learning materials need to be sensitive and responsive to the local social-cultural / political context and tailored to meet the needs of specific groups.  One route to increasing the scalability of e-learning material is to produce materials that are rich in imaginative pedagogical activities, as well as resources, that are innovative, flexible and adaptable; materials that enable tutors to adapt and edit in response to the needs of a target audience.  It is therefore necessary to work with users, analyse their needs, and adapt the material accordingly.  This was the approach adopted in the development and piloting of these modules; tutors had the flexibility to change the learning material and activity in response to their interaction with the groups.  The evaluation of the pilot reinforces the assumption that one cannot assume a ‘one size fits all’ model will work in a country as diverse as China.  Perhaps the principles ‘open source’ material could be adapted and inform the design and dissemination of e-learning material.  There is a need to produce genuinely flexible material that tutors, students and organisations can adapt and tailor to the specific needs of the learners and their context.
Many of the teachers who participated in the pilot appeared to be quite deeply rooted within traditional teacher-centred and knowledge transfer approaches to teaching and learning.  The online courses required high levels of reflective, collaborative and autonomous learning.  While the approach adopted was endorsed by the participants, there was clearly a need for a more extensive period of induction to the programme in order to support the learners making the transition to this mode of learning.  The participating teachers were keen to find links between theoretical ideas and their day-to-day professional practice.  Supporting teachers in making more knowledgeable decisions about their practice remains a key challenge for developers and tutors.  This was strongly identified by teachers as a course expectation.  The modules nurtured this process by involving learners in active participation in online activity that encouraged the learners to adopt a more reflective and collaborative approach to learning. The model hoped to challenge simplistic assumptions that give primacy to theory over the practice experience of teachers.  Exploring the complex relationships between the knowledge claims others (theory) and their own professional experience (practice) was clearly challenging to some participants and reinforced the need for an extended induction or socialisation onto the programme. 

The participants’ level of competence and confidence with English was found to be one of the principle barriers to learning on the Beijing/Shenyang pilot. It was a barrier to the participants’ fully understanding of the content and their ability to freely express themselves.  It was difficult for the participants to critically reflect on material, in the company of others, when they were struggling with the reading and written expression required by the level language in the modules.  This is an issue related to the design and implementation of the pilot rather than the modules themselves, in retrospect it may have been better to explore ways in which the Beijing/ Shenyang pilot could have been conducted, as in the case of the Fujian trial, in Chinese.
There was a need to build the learners’ confidence in their academic skills and encourage them to share their reflection with others.  There was a tendency for some to seek personal communication with the tutor rather then commit their thoughts and ideas to the forums.  For future projects it may be necessary to conduct a longer period of induction.
The online course very much relied on information technology and equipment, and the computer skills of the learners. There was a need to provide technical support to the learners, some of whom experienced access problems and maybe more support for tutors as well as students.    

The projects involved teams with expertise from universities both in the UK and in China. In general, the collaboration worked and the aims and objectives of the project were achieved.  However, all participants felt that there was scope to improve communication between the teams at all levels during each stage of the project development.  Due to the complexity of the context, there were many uncertainties and some confusion during the project development, which hindered the full engagement and progress with development.  The teams were learning to work with each other and to navigate through different subjects, as well as differences in occupational, institutional and national cultures. The achievement of the project outcomes indicates that these challenges were met and managed with effective working relationships established.  The complexity of the collaboration was not simply as one might expect along China – UK lines but also across the different roles, levels within and between institutions.  The project team valued face to face meetings and opportunities to build relationships; it would seem that electronic collaboration amongst community of practitioners familiar with the technologies presented similar challenges to those encountered by our participants new to elearning.  

5.2 Recommendations 

The recommendations for the course and its development, project management and evaluation process were derived from the views and reflections from different stakeholders – participants, developers, e-tutors, managers and evaluation teams.  The development teams were aware of many of the issues raised in the following recommendations throughout the project.  However, given the complexity of the local context and the complex nature of the collaboration in practice it was not always possible to put in place the ideal support structures or to provide the level of training which the development team would have preferred. Therefore these recommendations should be read in this context and are in no way a criticism of the way the project was carried out.  It is also important to reiterate that this was an innovative, ambitious project, where practical local issues might be expected to arise.  In addition the development and evaluation work were carried out along side each other, whereas ideally it would have been preferable to have the two aspects of the work more closely interwoven.  The pilots must also be viewed in the context of being additional workloads undertaken on the whole voluntarily by the participants alongside their existing workloads and therefore this is also likely to have had an impact, indeed this is evident in the evaluation findings.  

5.2.1 On the course development

The following recommendations are made in terms of course development. 

· The learning modules should be flexible and adaptable; tutors and organisations should be able adapt the modules through editing; posting new material, removing objects in response to their learners needs.  The e-learning material needs to be as ‘open’ as the organisational constraints permit. Bespoke modules are preferable to a ‘one size fits all’.

· E-learning materials need to be targeted at a specific group of learners rather than a notion of the needs of all in-services teachers in China.  Programmes need to conduct, and respond to, a thorough and in-depth analysis of learners’ needs which identifies any requirements for learning support targeted at issues such as academic skills, language or information technology.  

· The teachers have expressed a strong preference for theory that directly engages or informs their practice and helps them resolve issues and problems related to practice.  There is a need to design learning activities that are centred on practice and informed by the theory, including research-based knowledge.  More opportunities for teachers to engage in case studies of practice or conduct research into their own practice are to be encouraged.

· Support in online study skills and academic writing tailored to the targeted group should be considered and embedded in the course design. 

· These require sufficient support in interpretation, translation, culture awareness and administration and management.  

5.2.2 On the course design

The following recommendations are made in terms of course design. 

· The learners should be provided with a comprehensive induction to the course, including clear information on the scope of the course and simple and clear instruction on the VLE and the pedagogic function of the various resources or tools within the VLE. Time needs to be set aside for learners and tutors to practise, possibly a fact-to-face meeting.  

· The learners need to be informed explicitly about tutor and student’s role and have clear instruction of the activities, tasks and objectives and information on assessment for the learners to fully explore and utilise of the VLE tools, and support from the tutors.

· In terms of the Beijing /Shenyang pilot, participants needed more language support, e.g. content in both Chinese and English or a Chinese glossary of English terms, which would enhance their understanding of the materials and what they were required to do.    

· There should be technical support to ensure that technique works and resources are available and providing alternative method or resources to tackle unreliable situation. 

· Sufficient administrative support is needed for both learners and tutors to update profiles and other housekeeping issues.

· The e-tutors need to have training in online tutorial and moderating, course delivery and language support to understand what’s going on when the learners communicated in a language the e-tutors are not familiar with.

· There may be a need for direct and synchronous tutorial support.  Participants would have preferred more opportunities for face-to-face meetings with tutors.  The use of video conferencing could facilitate this process.
5.2.3 On project development / management 

The following recommendations emerge on project development and management:

· An agreed working pattern should be established and modified according the progress of the development. 

· Administrative support and services need to be in place to deal with the different aspects of the project, such as an understanding of the language and cultural differences and mechanisms for dealing with resource and information issues. While all project members should support each other by contributing their own expertise opinions, understanding or skills, these are particularly important for the developers, learners and e-tutors. 

· Linguistic support is crucial to cross-cultural collaborative projects of this nature. Sound interpretation at face-to-face meetings and expert translations of text are necessary to ensure mutual understanding.  It also ensures that the expertise across teams is given due consideration. 

· Regular communication with updates and feedback are essential to collaboration between the teams. There should be effective and reliable communication channels embedded in the project to ensure that information is shared, that the collaborative ethic is sustained, and that group members react rapidly and appropriately. Communications infrastructure or a ‘virtual working environment’ may be useful for the development team.  Communication in both Chinese and English should be supported.

5.2.4 Evaluation methodology   

The following recommendations are made in terms of the evaluation methodology.

· The methods used were intended to engage participants and enable them to become actively involved in the evaluation of the programme; the participatory nature of the evaluation need to be reinforced with our Chinese partners who were more use to a managerial assessment interpretation of   evaluation processes. There must be time allocated in the evaluation design to communicate with all the stakeholders to gain input and ownership of evaluation and cover all the possible aspects 

· There must be time allowed in the evaluation design to assist with the implementation of the recommendations. 

· Needs analysis prior to materials development is important and needs to be conducted with the target audience.  The professional needs of in-service teachers are not the only pertinent areas to identify.  Equally important in such an analysis are the particular contextual factors, such as geographical location, the socio-economic profile of the school and its community, and so on.  All these factors may influence subsequent materials design.

· The evaluation team greatly benefited from having UK-based Chinese researchers working on this project at every stage including the design of instruments, fieldwork and analysis.  The sensitivity to the cultural context, translation and independent interpretation was a core asset.  It was important for the evaluation procedures and instruments to be checked by the Chinese users in order to and ensure the language, meaning and questions will be fully understood by participants.  The employment of Chinese researchers facilitated this process.
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Appendices

Appendix 1:  eChina Evaluation - Initial Student questionnaire 

Introduction

This questionnaire is designed to gather information about your experience of using the modules developed under the eChina programme 

It aims to help inform the project team and the developers about your learning needs, skills and circumstance; the information gathered will be treated confidentially and will not be used to identify you personally. 

The questionnaire is being sent to students who will be going to use the [eChina materials-course name]. 

For the purposes of the evaluation learning refers to the use of Information and Communication Technologies (including the Internet) to support learning and teaching.

Baseline data

· This section gathers data on your prior knowledge and experience, your reasons for participating and your expectations of using the materials.

· For each of the following questions, please tick the appropriate answer or fill in the blank spaces.

	eChina ID
	

	Name (optional)
	


Personal information

Question 1.  

	1.1 Study centre
	

	1.2 Course / Programme
	

	1.3 Number of years in teaching
	

	1.4 Subject(s) area you teach
	

	1.5 Are you a qualified teacher?
	

	1.6 What kind of institute where 

      you work
	Primary school
	Secondary school
	Professional training
	College
	University

	
	
	
	
	
	

	1.7 Qualifications 


	

	1.8 Your highest qualification of 

      English language


	


Question 2.

	2.1 How old are you?
	30 or under
	31-40
	41-50
	51-60
	Over 60

	
	
	
	
	
	


Question 3.

	3.1 What is your gender?
	Female
	Male

	
	
	


Computer Access

Question 4.   

	I can access a computer  (Tick all that apply)
	Yes
	No

	4.1 at home?
	
	

	4.2 at work?
	
	

	4.3 at study centre?
	
	

	4.4 elsewhere? please specify 
	

	4.5 if you share a computer, how many people 

      do you share with
	

	4.6 estimate the number of hours you can 

      make use of a computer for study each week
	


Question 5.

	I can access the Internet
	Yes
	No

	5.1 at home?
	
	

	5.2 at work?
	
	

	5.3 at study centre?
	
	

	5.4 elsewhere? please specify
	

	5.5 describe the type of access (modem / 

      ISDN /broadband
	

	5.6 how reliable is your Internet access 
	


Question 6.

	I can access a printer
	Yes
	No

	6.1 at home?
	
	

	6.2 at work?
	
	

	6.3 at study centre?
	
	

	6.4 elsewhere? please specify 
	


Question 7.

	Can the computer you use do the following 
	Yes
	No

	7.1 play video with sounds
	
	

	7.2 load software with a CD
	
	

	7.3 play a DVD
	
	


Computer skills 

Question 8.

	I use the following:
	Never
	Occasionally
	Frequently

	8.1 Word 
	
	
	

	8.2 Excel 
	
	
	

	8.3 Access (Database)
	
	
	

	8.4 PowerPoint (Presentation software) 
	
	
	

	8.5 Email
	
	
	

	8.6 The Internet 
	
	
	

	8.7 Search engines (Google, Yahoo, Sina)
	
	
	

	8.8 E-learning materials
	
	
	

	8.9 Online mailing lists
	
	
	

	8.10 Discussion boards  (like Web board, Blogs)
	
	
	

	8.11 Live chat  (like MSN, QQ, Yahoo Messenger)
	
	
	

	8.12 Virtual Learning Environments (like 

         WebCT or Blackboard) 
	
	
	

	8.13 Video conferencing
	
	
	

	8.14 Library online catalogues
	
	
	

	8.15 Online databases
	
	
	


Question 9.

	How would you describe your 
	Expert
	Good
	Fair
	Novice
	No experience

	9.1 general level of computer experience
	
	
	
	
	

	9.2 use and knowledge of the Internet
	
	
	
	
	

	9.3 use of email
	
	
	
	
	

	9.4 use of online learning environments
	
	
	
	
	


Question 10.

	How often do you use a computer? (please tick)
	More than 4 hours a day
	Between 1-4 Hours a day
	Occasionally each day
	Occasionally each week /month
	Never

	
	
	
	
	
	


Work in schools

Question 11

	11.1 Is it possible for you to use computers in

        your school for teaching at the moment? 
	Yes 
	No



	11.2 If not, when do you think it will be 

        possible?

	


Question 12.

	12.1 Are there any barriers to you using computers in your school at the moment?
	Yes 
	No

	12.2 If yes, what are the barriers? 



	


Question 13.

	How often do you use the following in your teaching?  If you are using computers in your teaching now, how do you use them? 
	All the time
	Frequently 
	Occasionally 
	Rarely
	Never

	Computer lab
	
	
	
	
	

	Internet 
	
	
	
	
	

	Books
	
	
	
	
	

	Cassettes
	
	
	
	
	

	Images 
	
	
	
	
	

	Video 
	
	
	
	
	


Question 14.

	14.1 Does the school you work for provide training and support to you to use computer in teaching?
	Yes
	No

	If yes, please describe: 



	

	14.2 Do you require additional training and support to use computers in your teaching?
	Yes
	No

	If yes, please describe: 



	


eLearning and the programme of study

Question 15.

	Have you attended any other online or distant learning course?
	Yes
	No

	If yes, please describe your experiences. 



	


Question 16.

	What do you understand to be the benefits of studying these modules?



	


Question 17.

	What are your main reasons for taking these eChina modules?

	


Question 18.

	What concerns do you have in following these modules?  

	


Question 19.

	What training and support do you feel you need in order to take these modules?

	


Question 20.

	Please tell us if you have any other comments

	


Thank you very much for taking time to complete this questionnaire.  

Appendix 2: Baseline information questionnaire result

Learner’s profile (n=82)

1.1 Participated school  (n=6)

	
	N
	%
	location

	· Hong Luo Si secondary school
	19
	23.2
	Huairou, satellite town of Beijing

	· Huairou No. three secondary school
	5
	  6.1
	Huairou, satellite town of Beijing

	· Huanrou Yangsong secondary school
	1
	  1.2
	Huairou, satellite town of Beijing

	· BUN affiliate secondary school
	10
	12.2
	Beijing

	· Beijing No. 5 secondary school
	15
	18.3
	Beijing

	· Shenyang Shiyan school
	32
	39.0
	Shenyang, Liaoning provice, 750 km east to Beijing


1.2
Module studying (n=82)

	
module name
	N
	%

	educational psychology
	27
	32.9

	modern pedagogy
	27
	32.9

	educational technology
	27
	32.9


1.3
Qualified teacher (n=82)

	Are you a qualified teacher?
	N
	%

	Yes
	79
	96.3

	No
	3
	3.7


1.4
Subject taught (n=82)

	Subject area you taught
	N
	%

	English
	78
	95.1

	History
	1
	1.2

	English and music
	1
	1.2

	Computer
	1
	1.2

	Missing
	1
	1.2


1.5 Number of year in teaching (n=82)

	Total 
	77
	93.9

	Missing
	5
	6.1

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	.5
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	1.3

	 
	1.0
	7
	8.5
	9.1
	10.4

	 
	2.0
	7
	8.5
	9.1
	19.5

	 
	2.5
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	20.8

	 
	3.0
	6
	7.3
	7.8
	28.6

	 
	3.5
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	29.9

	 
	4.0
	6
	7.3
	7.8
	37.7

	 
	5.0
	7
	8.5
	9.1
	46.8

	 
	6.0
	3
	3.7
	3.9
	50.6

	 
	7.0
	2
	2.4
	2.6
	53.2

	 
	8.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	54.5

	 
	9.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	55.8

	 
	10.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	57.1

	 
	11.0
	4
	4.9
	5.2
	62.3

	 
	12.0
	2
	2.4
	2.6
	64.9

	 
	13.0
	3
	3.7
	3.9
	68.8

	 
	14.0
	4
	4.9
	5.2
	74.0

	 
	15.0
	8
	9.8
	10.4
	84.4

	 
	16.0
	2
	2.4
	2.6
	87.0

	 
	18.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	88.3

	 
	20.0
	4
	4.9
	5.2
	93.5

	 
	21.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	94.8

	 
	23.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	96.1

	 
	25.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	97.4

	 
	28.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	98.7

	 
	29.0
	1
	1.2
	1.3
	100.0

	 
	Total
	77
	93.9
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	5
	6.1
	 
	 

	Total
	82
	100.0
	 
	 


1.6
School category (n=82) 

	
	N
	%

	Primary
	15
	18.3

	junior secondary
	24
	29.3

	senior secondary
	41
	50

	Missing
	2
	2.4


1.7
Highest educational qualification (n=82)

	Qualification
	
	%

	below college
	
	

	College 
	
	

	first degree
	79
	96.3

	Masters
	2
	2.4

	Doctorate
	
	

	Other (diploma)
	1
	1.2


1.8
English level (n=82)

	Level of English 
	N
	%

	CET4
	
	

	CET6
	4
	4.9

	Professional 4
	24
	29.3

	Professional 8
	23
	28.0

	Other
	3
	3.7

	Missing
	28
	34.1


2.
Age (n=82)

	Age group
	30 or under
	31-40
	41-50
	51-60
	Over 60
	missing

	Number
	48
	30
	3
	1
	
	

	%
	58.5
	36.6
	3.7
	1.2
	
	


3.
Gender (n=82)

	
	N
	%

	female
	66
	80.5

	male
	16
	19.5


4.
Access to a computer


4.1/2
Access to a computer at home /work /other place (n=82) 

	
	N
	%

	At home
	yes
	68
	82.9

	
	no
	8
	9.8

	
	missing
	6
	7.3

	At work
	yes
	79
	96.3

	
	no
	2
	2.4

	
	missing
	1
	1.2

	At other places
	at friends
	3
	3.7


4.4
Computer sharing (n=27)

	The number of the people sharing with
	
	%
	

	1
	2
	2.4
	2.4

	2
	12
	14.6
	17

	3
	1
	1.2
	18.2

	5
	4
	4.9
	23.1

	6
	2
	2.4
	25.5

	8
	1
	1.2
	26.7

	10
	5
	6.1
	32.8


4.5
How many hours you anticipate spending on the study each week (n=82)

	
	N
	%

	Numbers responded

	74
	90.2

	missing
	8
	9.8


	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	.0
	1
	1.2
	1.4
	1.4

	 
	2.0
	7
	8.5
	9.5
	10.8

	 
	3.0
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	13.5

	 
	4.0
	4
	4.9
	5.4
	18.9

	 
	4.5
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	21.6

	 
	5.0
	22
	26.8
	29.7
	51.4

	 
	5.5
	1
	1.2
	1.4
	52.7

	 
	6.0
	7
	8.5
	9.5
	62.2

	 
	6.5
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	64.9

	 
	7.0
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	67.6

	 
	7.5
	4
	4.9
	5.4
	73.0

	 
	8.0
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	75.7

	 
	10.0
	6
	7.3
	8.1
	83.8

	 
	12.0
	1
	1.2
	1.4
	85.1

	 
	12.5
	1
	1.2
	1.4
	86.5

	 
	14.0
	2
	2.4
	2.7
	89.2

	 
	15.0
	3
	3.7
	4.1
	93.2

	 
	20.0
	4
	4.9
	5.4
	98.6

	 
	30.0
	1
	1.2
	1.4
	100.0

	 
	Total
	74
	90.2
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	8
	9.8
	 
	 

	Total
	82
	100.0
	 
	 


5 
Internet access


5.1/2/3
I can access to the Internet at home/work/other places (n=82)

	
	N
	%

	At home
	yes
	51
	62.2

	
	no
	20
	24.4

	
	missing
	11
	13.4

	At work
	yes
	79
	96.3

	
	no
	2
	2.4

	
	Missing
	1
	1.2

	At other places
	at friends
	2
	2.4

	
	Internet cafe
	2
	2.4


5.4
Internet service
 (n=82)

	
	N
	%
	

	modem
	12
	14.6
	

	ISDN 
	40
	48.8
	

	Broadband
	18
	22.2
	

	missing
	12
	14.6
	


5.5
How reliable your Internet access (n=82)

	
	N
	%
	

	very unreliable
	1
	1.2
	

	unreliable
	12
	14.6
	

	neutral
	15
	18.3
	

	reliable
	41
	50
	

	Unclassified
	2
	2.4
	

	missing
	11
	13.4
	


6 
Access to printer


6.1
Access to a printer at home/work/any other place (n=82)

	
	N
	%
	

	At home
	Yes
	23
	28.0
	

	
	No
	41
	50.0
	

	
	missing
	18
	22.0
	

	At work
	Yes
	73
	89.0
	

	
	No
	3
	3.7
	

	
	missing
	6
	7.3
	

	Any other places
	at friends
	2
	2.4
	

	
	Internet cafe
	1
	1.2
	


7
Functions of computer

Computer skills 

Question 8. skills of computer/Internet applications

	I use the following:
	Never
	Occasionally
	Frequently
	missing

	8.1 Word 
	0
	6
	76
	0

	
	0
	7.3
	92.7
	0

	8.2 Excel 
	3
	47
	29
	3

	
	3.7
	57.3
	35.4
	3.7

	8.3 Access (Database)
	58
	6
	0
	18

	
	70.7
	7.3
	0
	22.0

	8.4 PowerPoint (Presentation software) 
	1
	16
	63
	2

	
	1.2
	19.5
	76.8
	2.4

	8.5 Email
	3
	23
	53
	3

	
	3.7
	28.0
	64.6
	3.7

	8.6 The Internet 
	2
	8
	70
	2

	
	2.4
	9.8
	85.6
	2.4

	8.7 Search engines (Google, Yahoo, Sina)
	2
	6
	69
	5

	
	2.4
	7.3
	84.1
	6.1

	8.8 E-learning materials
	19
	38
	18
	7

	
	23.2
	46.3
	22.0
	8.5

	8.9 Online mailing lists
	39
	26
	9
	8

	
	47.6
	31.7
	11.0
	9.8

	8.10 Discussion boards  (like Webboard, Blogs)???
	43
	23
	7
	9

	
	52.4
	28.0
	8.5
	11.0

	8.11 Live chat  (like MSN, QQ, Yahoo Messenger)
	22
	25
	30
	5

	
	26.8
	30.5
	36.6
	6.1

	8.12 Virtual Learning Environments (like 

         WebCT or Blackboard) 
	63
	7
	1
	11

	
	76.8
	8.5
	1.2
	12.5

	8.13 Video conferencing
	63
	9
	1
	9

	
	76.8
	11.0
	1.2
	11.0

	8.14 Library online catalogues
	50
	20
	4
	8

	
	61.0
	20.4
	4.9
	9.8

	8.15 Online databases
	22
	38
	15
	7

	
	26.8
	46.3
	18.3
	8.5


Question 9. General ICT skills  

	How would you describe your 
	Expert
	Good
	Fair
	Novice
	No experience

	9.1 general level of computer experience
	1
	13
	56
	7
	5

	
	1.2
	15.9
	68.3
	8.5
	6.1

	9.2 use and knowledge of the Internet
	1
	16
	51
	10
	3

	
	1.2
	19.5
	62.2
	12.2
	3.7

	9.3 use of email
	1
	19
	48
	6
	6

	
	1.2
	23.2
	58.5
	12.2
	7.3

	9.4 use of online learning environments
	1
	7
	13
	6
	30

	
	1.2
	8.5
	15.9
	7.3
	36.6


Question 10. Frequency of using computer

	How often do you use a computer? (please tick)
	More than 4 hours a day
	Between 1-4 Hours a day
	less than 1 hour a day
	less than 1-2 hour a week
	Never

	
	7
	43
	26
	6
	0

	
	8.5
	52.4
	31.7
	7.3
	0


Work in schools

Question 11.Use of computer in teaching

	11.1 Is it possible for you to use computers in

        your school for teaching at the moment? 
	Yes 
	No



	
	77
	5

	
	93.9
	6.1


Question 12. Barriers to using computer in teaching 

	12.1 Are there any barriers to you using computers in your school at the moment?
	Yes 
	No

	
	33
	42

	
	40.2
	51.2


· Short of equipment or equipment of reliable quality =25, 30.4%

· time limit (work load), n=3, 3.7%

· technical (support or suitable software application), n=2, 2.4%

· not suitable to the content, n=1, 1.2%

· personal reason, n=1, 1.2%

Question 13 Use the teaching aids?  

	How often do you use the following in your teaching?  If you are using computers in your teaching now, how do you use them? 
	All the time
	Frequently 
	Occasionally 
	Rarely
	Never
	missing

	Computer lab
	n
	28
	34
	13
	6
	0
	1

	
	%
	34.1
	15.9
	7.3
	0
	0
	1.2

	Internet 
	n
	2
	52
	14
	6
	5
	3

	
	%
	2.4
	63.4
	17.1
	7.3
	6.1
	3.7

	Books
	n
	26
	54
	0
	1
	0
	1

	
	%
	31.7
	65.9
	0
	1.2
	0
	1.2

	Cassettes
	n
	8
	66
	0
	6
	1
	0

	
	%
	9.8
	80.5
	0
	7.3
	1.2
	0

	Images 
	n
	4
	53
	21
	2
	0
	2

	
	%
	4.9%
	64.6%
	25.6%
	2.4%
	0
	0

	Video 
	n
	0
	12
	44
	17
	6
	3

	
	%
	0
	14.67
	53.7
	20.7
	7.3
	3.7


13.7 Using computers in teaching 




· courseware making and content displaying/presentation, n=63, 76.6%

· information search n=5, 6.1%

· use courseware to create activities involving students  n=3 3.7%

Question 14. Training and support at school to use computer in teaching
14.1 Does the school you work for provide training and support to you to use 

	14.1 Does the school you work for provide training and support to you to use computer in teaching?
	Yes
	No

	n
	77
	4

	%
	93.9
	4.9


The training and support the school provided for them were:  

· Providing training in using computers, n= 46 (56.1%)

· Providing equipment, n= 36 (43.9%) 

· Providing technical support, n=22 (26.8%)

· Allowing time off for training, n=1, 1.2%

14.2 Additional training and support needed to use computers in teaching

	14.2 Do you require additional training and support to use computers in your teaching?
	Yes
	No



	N
	45
	34

	%
	54.9
	41.4


The extra training and support were mainly on: 

· training in using software and making courseware, n=19, 23.2%

· providing regular and further training, n=11, 13.4%

· training in network technology related skills, n=9, 11.0% 

· providing equipment, n=5, 6.1%

· training in pedagogy and educational theories for courseware making, n=1, 1.2%

· time allowance, n=1, 1.2% 

15. 1 Previous experience of online or distant learning course


	Have you attended any other online or distant learning course?
	Yes
	No
	missing

	
	22
	58
	2

	
	26.8
	70.7
	2.4


The online or distant learning course being attended by the participants were: 

· Intel future educational training (add reference), n=12, 14.6%

· BNU affiliated secondary school education website (reference), n=2, 2.4%

16 The main reasons for participating in the eChina modules 

· learning new method to improve teaching n=51 62.2%

· self improvement, n=25 30.5%

· communication and exchanging, n=8, 9.8%

· experience of online, improve online learning skill, n=7, 8.5%

· improve English, n=6, 7.3%

· school authority requirement, n=6, 7.3%

· personal interests, n=4, 4.9%

· confidence on BNU and Manchester U, n=2, 2.4%

· flexible with time, n=1, 1.2%

· independent learning / self initiative learning, n=1, 1.2%

· for the qualification, n=1, 1.2% 

17 Anticipated benefits of studying the eChina modules

· learning new approach to improve teaching quality/ability, n=47, 57.3%

· self improvement, n=12, 14.6% 

· experiencing new way of learning, n=9, 11.0%

· interacting with others and experience sharing, n=8, 9.8%

· improving English, n=6, 7.3%

· improving self learning skills, n=2, 2.4%

· learning network technology and computer skills, n=2, 2.4%

· not sure yet, n=2, 2.4%

18 Concerns about following the eChina modules  

· time limit / work lord, n= 31, 37.8%

· relevant (helpful) to practice, n=16, 19.5%

· English language, n=11 13.4%

· no experience of online learning, n=10, 12.2%

· level of difficult, n=9, 11.0%

· study load, n=7, 8.5%

· computer skills, n=6, 7.3%

· overall time too short to have full understanding of the material, n=5, 6.1%

· further and continuation of this study, n= 3, 3.7%

· effective communication, n=2, 2.4%

· on time feedback, n=2, 2.4%

· technical/equipment support/availability, n=1, 1.2%

· sufficient relevant learning resources/material, n=1, 1.2%

· online learning is not as effective as face-to-face learning, n=1, 1.2%

· gaining a of certificate, n=1, 1.2%

19 What training and support do you feel you need in order to take these modules?

· network technology and computers skills training, n=15, 18.3% 

· providing relevant URL or other learning and teaching resources n=9, 11.0%

· support from school they work (time off, and flexible working time), n=8, 9.8%

· online learning method, n=7, 8.5%

· feedback and guidance from tutors, n=2, 2.4% 

· English language training, n=2, 2.4%

· regular face-to-face tutorial, n=1, 1.2%

20 Please tell us if you have any other comments

· more and continued learning opportunities like this, n=3, 3.7

· providing more relevant information/case studies, n=3, 3.7%

· more face-2-face session, n=2, 2.4%

· more support from tutors, n=2, 2.4%

· providing modules in subject area teaching, n=2, 2.4%

Appendix 3: Questionnaire and reflective questionnaires for focus group (Learner) 

Name: __________________   Position: _____________________

Part 1: 

Questionnaire - Please tick or fill the blank space: 

1. About the progress
Which modules are you work on?__________________________

How many units have you completed? _____________________

2. How many hours did you spend on each unit?

Unit 1.  ________________________

Unit 2._________________________

Unit 3._________________________

3. 
Where did you work on the materials (home, work or any other place)?

4.
When did you usually work on the materials (morning, afternoon, evening,  week days weekend)?
5.
Did you mostly 

 
read on screen ? __________________________

 
print the material out ?_____________________
6.  Did you mostly work 


download material? ________________________


work online ?______________________________
7.
How easy did you find it to use the modules and navigate around them?        (Please mark on the scale)

Very difficult





Very easy  


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

8.
How easy/difficult did you find the content? (Please mark on the scale)

Very difficult





Very easy  


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

9.
The suggested times for the tasks were usually:

a. too short______________

b. Just right _____________

c.  too long_______________

10. How useful/sufficient was your introduction to the programme?
Not useful






very useful


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

11.
Would you recommend these modules to a friend or colleague?

Yes _________________


No   _________________

12. What is your overall evaluation of the modules? (Please mark on the scale) 

Low satisfaction




High satisfaction 


1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Part 2 Focus group scripts

Question 1. Did you find the course useful? 

1. How relevant was the material to your own practice?

2. How did the content of the materials meet with your expectations?

3. How useful/sufficient was the introduction to the programme?

4. How interesting and useful ?

Question 2. How did you find the learning approach?
1. How familiar were you with the approach to learning adopted in the modules – (did these give you any difficulties? Would you have preferred a different approach – if so what?)

2. What did you enjoy/find difficult/find useful about learning this way?

Question 3: How did you find about Reflection in learning?  
1. How much has reflection being an important aspect of your professional or academic practice?

2. Did the activities make you think and reflect on the information and did it help you reflect on your own practice? 

3. Was the recording of your ideas in a learning log helpful or would they prefer to just think about the ideas?

4. Did the materials enable you to think of ways to improve your own practice? If yes in what way, can you give an example?

Question 4: How did you find about Working with others?  
1. Did you work through the materials on your own or with other students? If you worked with other students – did you do in pairs, online, in groups, etc?

2. Did the modules provide you with sufficient opportunities to work with and communicate with other students?

3. Did you use the discussion board and if so did you find it useful and why?

4. How was this experience different from/similar to talking about ideas face-to-face with colleagues?  (Did you find it more difficult or easier to share ideas online as opposed to f2f? and how?)

Question 5: What is your experience of Working through the materials and activities?  How does this form of learning compare to face-to-face teaching?

1. Did you have any problems accessing the materials and if so what problems did you have? Access (difficulty/ease of use) 

2. How did you find the overall organisation/structure of the modules i.e how easy  /useful did you find using the division of learning sections, unit learning objectives, task outcomes? 
3. Did you use the video clips and if so what did you like/dislike about them?

4. How did you find the various activities in the modules, were they useful?

5. Was the staging of tasks into separate activities helpful or too prescriptive?

6. What did you think of the content of the modules – was it clear and easy to understand or interesting to work through?

Question 6: What do you think would be appropriate form of assessment? 
1. Do you think these modules are appropriate for inclusion in a masters programme, teacher training courses or stand along workshops?

2. Would you like to be able to gain a formal qualification from completing these modules?

3. What forms of assessment do you think would be appropriate

· Self-assessment

· Peer-review

· Traditional essay 

· Portfolio of evidence 

· Examination

· Multiple choice questions

· Direct assessment of your teaching performance and the products of  your teaching (materials  produced, lesson plans, student work, student feedback, administration, assessment outlines, etc)

· Viva

· Interview

· Other – please specify

Question 7: What do you think are the key advantage and disadvantage of the modules and this way of working? 

1. What concerns do you have with these modules?

2. Is there anything you would like to feed back specifically about the modules which has not been covered here? 

3. What if any do you think are the benefits of this approach to learning? 

4. Is there sufficient and appropriate training and support available? 

5. The developers are keen to take your feedback and improve the modules – what changes would you like to see in order to improve these modules?

Part 3: 

Please let us know any other comment or recommendations you would like to make to the developers?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

Part 4: Authorisation letter 

I am willing to be contacted later in the year to allow the research team to talk with me further about my views of the e-china materials. I am happy to authorise the school to provide the researchers with my personal contact details, including address, telephone numbers and post-16 destination, to enable them to do this if necessary. If there is any questions or you need further questions about eChina evaluation please contact: 蔡迎风Cynthia.cai@bristol.ac.uk or 李真 zl@soton.ac.uk 

Name:  __________________________________________​​​___________

School: _____________________________________________________

Signature:  __________________________________________________

Home Telephone Number (including code): _______________________

Email: ​_____________________________________

Date: _________________________________

Appendix 4: WUN eChina project evaluation:  Plan for focus groups with developers 

Introduction

The purpose of this document is set out a plan for the proposed focus groups with developers, which is one of a number of elements in the WUN eChina evaluation project. The nominal group technique (see appendix 1) will be used as a framework for the focus groups, the first of which will take place in June 2004 in Beijing.  This focus group will be aimed at the Chinese developers.  A further focus group with the UK developers will be conducted during Autumn 2004. 

Aims

The key aim of the WUN eChina project is to produce high quality exemplars of e-learning and to achieve a greater understanding of best practice. 

The overarching objectives includes: 

1. to establish an effective and agreed model of e-learning suitable for the Chinese context

2. to develop high quality, collaboratively produced e-learning “courses” based on the agreed model

3. to establish a working relationship for continued collaboration

The evaluation of the project is to provide proactive feedback to the eChina partners to help improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the programme. The aims of the evaluation are:

1. to identify the needs and expectations of end users of the eChina modules and compare these with the expectations and perceptions of the module developers, and provide proactive feedback to the development processes. 

2. to evaluate the use of the materials and make recommendations. 

The objectives of the focus group aiming at developers are:

1. To identify strengths and weaknesses in the existing planning, design and development processes currently in place within the WUN eChina project

2. To explore developers’ perspectives on the cross-cultural collaboration and development 

3. To identify important issues in establishing a successful working relationship for continuing collaboration

Instruments: 

Introduction session

Introduction session will be held to prepare the groups for the evaluation. The purpose of it is to introduce evaluation techniques, raise issues and concerns (including cultural issues) and reassurance of confidentiality. 

To prepare the focus group in China, evaluating facilitator will communicate informally with Chinese developers face-to-face through attendance at eChina module development sessions in advance of the formal focus group session. These will build up mutual trust to help overcome potential cultural barriers and encourage open sharing of experience. 

Nominal group technique

1. Two focus groups of developers participating in the programme will be held. It is envisaged that the focus group will last approximately three hours with a break. Group discussion will be tape recorded and transcribed.  The focus group will explore the developers’ experiences of the collaboration and development of the elearning curriculum to date.  Nominal Group technique will be used to facilitate and scaffold the discussion in the focus group.

2. The structure and contents of the focus group have yet to be finalised but it is envisaged that the following will be covered:

a. Initial expectations and how these matched with actual experience of working on the project.

b. Aspects of the collaboration and development that the developers felt were helpful and why 

c. Problems or barriers experienced during the process

d. Suggestions and strategies from developers for establishing a successful working relationship for continuing the collaboration 

3. The focus group discussions and notes will be analysed and a report will be produced and circulated to all stakeholders.
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1.
Introduction and Background

This is the preliminary report of a focus group interview with Chinese developers. It was part of the evaluation of one of the eChina projects, a WUN Sino-British collaborative programme, funded in the UK by HEFCE (http://www.echinaprogramme.org). The focus group interview took place at the end of June 2004 in Beijing. This report is based on the discussions and notes from that focus group interview. 

Background and Purpose of the Study

eChina is a Sino-UK collaborative, eLearning initiative funded in the UK by HEFCE and in China via the Ministry of Education through the collaborating universities. It is a component of the Sino-UK Collaborative Programme in Higher Education. There are three eChina projects in the UK, developing eLearning materials at undergraduate and masters degree levels, targeting in-service teachers in China. 

The objectives of the eChina project are to produce high quality exemplars of e-learning and to achieve a greater understanding of best practice, which includes establishing an effective and agreed model of e-learning suitable for the Chinese context, developing high quality, collaboratively produced e-learning “courses” based on the agreed model, and establishing a working relationship for continued collaboration

The evaluation of the project is formative and aims to provide proactive feedback to the eChina partners to help improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the programme during the process of the project. The evaluation intends to identify the needs and expectations of end users of the eChina learning modules, and compares these with the expectations and perceptions of the module developers. The goal is to evaluate the use of the materials and to make recommendations. 

The purpose of the focus group interviews with developers is to identify strengths and weaknesses in the existing planning, design and development processes, to explore developers’ perspectives on the cross-cultural collaboration, and to identify important issues in establishing a successful working relationship for continuing collaboration. Two focus groups interviews were planned – this one was with the Chinese developers. There is a second interview planned with British developers which is going to be undertaken shortly.

2.
Methodologies and Process

The focus group interview explored the developers’ experience from the collaboration and development of the e-learning curriculum up to that time.  A nominal group technique was adopted to facilitate and scaffold the discussion in the focus group. The strength of nominal group techniques is its effectiveness in encouraging contributions from each participant and also in creating a sense of teamwork and ownership of the discussion.  It was envisaged that the focus group interview would last approximately three hours with a break. The group discussion was tape recorded and transcribed.  

The structure and content of the focus group interview covered:

a. Initial expectations and how these compared with the actual experience of working on the project.

b. Aspects of the collaboration and development that the developers felt were helpful and why. 

c. Problems or barriers experienced during the process.

d. Suggestions and strategies from developers for establishing successful working relationships for continuing the collaboration.

The focus group with Chinese developers took place at the end of June 2004 in Beijing. Seven developers participated. 

A 20-minute introduction describing the aims of the focus group including the structure and format of the session was held at the beginning of the interview.  The purpose was to introduce evaluation techniques, raise issues and concerns (including cultural issues) and to re-assure the participants regarding confidentiality. 

A two-hour discussion on key issues from the collaboration followed. The group were asked to reflect and to talk about the following questions one by one: 

a. What were your Initial expectations of working on the project?
b. What were the aspects of the collaboration and development that you felt helpful?  

c. What were the problems or barriers experienced during the process?

Each question was discussed for approximately 20 minutes.  Each participant was asked to reflect on the questions. The questions were written on a flipchart and the responses were written on the flipchart under each question. 
For the second stage of the interview, it was planned to have small groups discussing and prioritising the flipchart list. The participants were to arrive at an agreed list of two action points for corresponding either to the top two helpful points or the top two barrier points.  Originally, it was planned to have the group arrive at the two action points by consensus, but due to time constraints, the participants voted.

In the third stage, the participants were asked to recommend suggestions and strategies for establishing successful working relationships for continuing the collaboration 
To prepare the focus group in China, the evaluating facilitator communicated informally with the Chinese developers face-to-face through attendance at eChina module development sessions in advance of the formal focus group interview sessions. These were helpful in building up trust, in overcoming potential cultural barriers, and in encouraging open sharing of experiences.  Ground rules dictated that no comments or criticism of responses would be permitted in the initial phase. 

The whole content and structure were discussed with the Chinese evaluation team and suggestions on cultural issues and question wording were taken into consideration. 

The notes from the focus group were circulated to the developers afterwards and a virtual group space was created on Blackboard for the group to share further comments or opinions.  Some replies were received, however, the virtual group-work did not take place. 

3. 
Results

The results of the focus group interview are reported below, following the topics discussed. It was based on the notes taken and the discussion taped on site.     

3.1 Expectations of the Chinese developers 

· The project would be set up like any other normal project, i.e., with proper funding.

· Adequate debate would take place at an early stage before the actual writing up of the content - on topics including objectives, the feasibility study, and needs analysis.

· The course would be well designed, made available online and useful to students.

· The course would meet the needs of learners.

· Learning and experience would be gained from this collaboration on course development practically as well as academically (research in the subject field).

· The School of Network Education, which coordinated and hosted the project would provide a good working environment to support the content development in terms of material, psychology and communication.

· Good communication media, in addition to face-to-face communication would provide a better communication environment and more support.

· Sufficient support from the management team would result in good planning, and good organisation

3.2 Chinese developers' perspectives on positive/successful aspects

3.2.1. Progress made was generally satisfying

· Content development went quite well. Output was produced as each of the developers finished the tasks.

· The results mostly met the requirements due to the developers being professional and responsible (it was a task assigned from above, good personal relationship with the leaders, personal qualification, etc.). 

· Developers took it very seriously and put in lots of time and effort.

3.2.2. The visit to the UK and communication with British developers was helpful 

· Face-to-face meetings went very well. The subject developers and technicians’ visit to Britain were well received.

· The exchange of visits (Chinese to the UK, British to China) were very helpful for getting to know each other (data collection, educational theories, knowledge exchange, suggestions, better understanding of course design, and mutual learning about the state-of-the-art developments in each subject).
· Communication between the Chinese and British was very inspiring although it was not fine-tuned enough.
· The British team took it very seriously and prioritised it. 
3.2.3. Organisational issues 

· The division of work was very clear especially on the British side. For the Chinese developers, everybody’s roles and tasks were clearly defined which helped them work more effectively.

· There was a work plan built in stages, which was generally good. 

· The general progress was good.

· Communication at the management level was good, but with the UK and Chinese developers was infrequent.

3.2.4. Background of the developers / the personnel organising
· The Chinese developers were of a high standard from all perspectives – academic, subjective field, qualifications – and they occupy leading positions nationally.

· During the curriculum design, colleagues and other teachers provided each other with much help and valuable opinions.  There were good working relations within the group.

· Developers were very responsible in their work.

3.2.5. Other support

· Having a full-time translator/interpreter was very helpful.

· It was very helpful to have a note-taker available.

· Some staffs from the School of Network Education were very supportive and enthusiastic.

3.2.6. Experience gained

· Each party, British and Chinese, gained much experience.  For example, the British method is: to divide tasks, then to discuss each other’s work, exchange experience and opinions. The product is the output of the group. All of this constituted a very good model and experience for future work and course development. 
· On the part of the Chinese, English language skills improved, and friendships and relationships were built for future collaboration.

3.2.7. Evaluation 

· Evaluation of the project was planned into the project from the outset. This indicates favourably that the project management team were trying to meet the standards of international collaboration.

The first three items listed above – progress made, visiting the UK, and the organisational issues were considered to be the most important.

3.3 Chinese developers' perspectives on aspects that needed improvement

3.3.1. Project management and coordination
· The project was not properly operated nor funded on the Chinese side.

· Job descriptions were not available. Responsibilities, privileges, and benefits were not clearly defined. Participants were self-motivated, but they didn’t have any funding support, which made them less enthusiastic.

· The Chinese management team was trying to follow the British style, but didn’t have the same ideas of support, service, and participation. 

· Overall coordination was insufficient with poor planning in the details. The operation style was not built for the long-term. Activities were often reactive and not in the original plan.

· Follow-up work and feedback were insufficient. Developers were only contacted when there was an event. There wasn’t a channel or procedure for communication and feedback.

· The resources and equipment needed for the project were too limited for developers who didn’t get enough support in using resources. 

· Resources were not fully used. 

3.3.2. Content development

· Developers couldn’t work on their own initiative, which didn’t contribute to the quality of work produced.

· Working relationships between developers and the School of Network Education was not clearly defined resulting in developers being confused and de-motivated.

· The collaboration was not very well prepared. In-depth discussion on details was not sufficient.

· The students’ Chinese language skills were taken into consideration for the Chinese content. The Chinese developers were unclear whether the English language skills of the students have been taken into account in the English content.  
· There wasn’t adequate debate before actual work started, e.g. has there been any research / investigation looking at the objectives of the course, student needs analysis, and a feasibility study?
· The working structure was not planned for the long term. Developers were asked to start writing right from the outset without being given a model or template. Then it was found that they had to make frequent changes due to the poor planning. There should be an agreed model which meets the needs of Chinese learners.
3.3.3. There wasn’t enough human support or sense of caring

3.3.4. Communication

· There was inadequate communication between groups. Written communication was limited.

· There appear to be a mismatch between the School of Network Education and the developers who were university teachers.  The developers would like to see improved communications and understanding. 

· Time for discussion was inadequate and the resulting discussions could not be thorough enough. Meetings were sometimes ineffective, and they were not very helpful in solving problems.

3.3.5. Copyright issues 

· Issues regarding ownership of the course content arose.

· Similar issues arose with regard to copyright of papers hyper-linked to the online course content. 

3.3.6. Differences between British and Chinese development teams

· The working language was always English when the groups worked together. It was always the Chinese side that had to provide interpreters and translators. 

· Project decision-making seemed to favour British teams’ when there was difference of opinion between Chinese developers’ team and British developers’ team, especially regarding course design. 

The first three items listed above – project management and coordination, issues on content development and needs on support were considered to be most prioritised.  

3.4
Recommendations from the Chinese developers

· Project planning should be improved both overall and in the details.

· Internal management with a management team. 

· In practice, a platform should be provided for all developers to communicate and share opinions during the project.

· In the case of small meeting groups, developers could communicate and discuss via the interpreter. However, in the case of large meetings this was not practical.  Large meetings could be replaced by meetings of the heads of groups unless there is some special reason for convening a large group.

4.
Discussion and Recommendations 

4.1
Discussion
The developers from China expected the project to be properly defined and funded. They expected the School of Network Education, which coordinated and hosted the project, to be very supportive, providing a good working environment in terms of resource provision and project planning, and in the organisation of activities. They expected good communication channels. 

They also expected that the course content would be developed and made available online to meet the time and quality scope; the course would be designed to meet students learning needs and to be beneficial to their learning. 

To meet that goal, they expected thorough and adequate debate at the early stage of the actual development of the content including objectives, feasibility studies and needs analysis.

The developers expected to learn from each other during this collaboration, to exchange culture and enrich and broaden their knowledge, as well as to acknowledge the latest developments in their subject areas. 

At the time that the focus group interview took place, the developers' expectations and real experience was compared. Some of the expectations were met, but there were also some less satisfactory aspects. 

Developers were generally happy with the progress of the content development.  Developers found their assignments of work clear and this was helpful in their progress toward finishing the task.  However, the developers concluded that the outcome was achieved mainly because the developers were hard working and responsible. They were not happy with the absence of funding, limited resources and poor administrative support. Due to the lack of funding, the project team and the working relationships were not clearly defined.  Project management still followed the bureaucratic administrative method (top-down task assignment style rather than British support/service-based style).  Encouragement was limited, both in resources and moral support.

There was a general scope and plan of the project with stages, which developers found of some help. However, there was not a well-prepared work plan in place with details of each stage. Developers were not clearly informed concerning project management procedures describing how to manage issues, communication (including feedback and follow up), etc. The project was operated reactively to what happened rather than proactively planned in advance.  This is not a good way for a long term, continuing working relationship. 

“Development teams from both sides were asked to produce something right at the beginning individually without any agreed model (template / frame) to follow, but later, we were constantly asked to make changes.”

Proper and effective communication is a critical success factor for managing expectations. Face-to-face collaboration was considered the most effective way to communicate with British developers. Visiting the UK was a very successful and valuable experience.  The visit enhanced the Chinese participants’ understanding of the British education system, its theories and concepts in course design. It also provided a good opportunity for them to exchange knowledge and information of the latest developments in their subject field with the British developers. The Chinese also collected data for the project and reviewed some platforms developed in the UK.  The Chinese developers found that communicating with British developers was inspiring albeit not frequent enough. The British teamwork style provided a good model for future Chinese projects.

The communication channel between the management team and developers, between different development groups, between British and Chinese developers was not synchronised, sufficient or effective enough. The communication between the management team and developers was not regular; there wasn’t a formal channel in which to provide feedback. Communications between British and Chinese developers were limited in frequency and not as intense as when communicating face-to-face.

Developers found that meetings were not very effective for problem solving or for clarifying confusion, e.g., intellectual property issues of the course came up and issues surrounding articles that were hyperlinked to the course were raised many times but were never solved.  

Some developers thought that pre-design debates and explorations about objectives, feasibility studies and needs analysis were not thorough or adequate enough, but they were more or less happy with the content that they developed. However, there was still some confusion and the need for guidelines along with additional discussion: 

“There were not agreed guidelines or formats or assessment for all three modules, and the current assessment methods, and the work-load of Chinese students was not taken into consideration.”

When there were different opinions between British and Chinese developers, the Chinese developers somehow felt that the management team was in favour of British developers’ opinions when making decisions. 

“UK developers’ design was based on a problem-solving style of learning, which was good, but I don’t agree with using this for all of the courses. We think training students for in-depth thinking is important. The course designers were always in favour of the UK group’s model of a single format for learning. Can we have two kinds of styles existing at the same time when seeking the balance of different concepts and theories in course design? Content decides the format. M. Ed. courses in China emphasise training students on a high level with them thinking about the theories. The concepts from both teams should co-exist which would have some influence for [this whole subject] area in China.”

There was a problem of the language communication since English was the working language, but interpretation and translation were not always available. The language may have limited the Chinese developers’ confidence levels and motivation in debating, and in their access to information. Therefore, there is a danger that the Chinese developers’ capabilities were not full exploited, as they might have felt excluded or only working on the project because of  ‘making do’ from administration above. 

4.2. Recommendations

The recommendations for management, communication, language and cultural issues were derived from the developers’ reflections and suggestions.

4.2.1. On the project

Funding issue

In the Chinese context, it seems that the project management team had less power over budget allocation. However, when an unexpected situation over the budget occurred, there should have been alternative funding, or a compensation plan should have been made available for the relevant party. Certainly, the developers working on the project should have been consulted. Inviting a sponsor representative to the steering committee could be a good strategy for creating some pressure to expedite the funding process.

Work-plan building
A well-developed work plan with details should be in place, and it should be reviewed and updated on a regular basis and made known to the whole team. In this way, the developers would be more in control of time and process, and work more on their own initiative.

Support

Developers are the centre of the content development thus services should be provided to facilitate their work as much as possible. In this project, translating and interpreting from English to Chinese and note taking are extremely helpful to the collaboration between the developers from China and UK. Moral support is also helpful in building mutual understanding of the different roles played in this very first Chinese-British collaboration where not much previous experience could be referred to.  
Effective Meetings
Meetings should have an agenda and developers should be informed ahead of time. The purpose and expected outcome should be clearly stated and the recap of the meeting, especially any decisions made or action plans created should be sent to developers for follow up or for their acknowledgement.

Communication
Regular communication regarding project status with updates and feedback are essential to collaborative developers. A communication plan with well laid out communication activities should be embedded in the project work-plan. Multi-faceted options for channels of communication, for communicating within groups, between management and developers, and between developers from China and the UK, should be provided and maintained. A virtual working environment may be useful, but communication in both Chinese and English should be provided with training in its use.  
Language and Culture  

Language is a very important issue in collaboration between Chinese and English developers. In circumstances where English is the working language, sufficient translating / interpreting services for Chinese developers should be provided to make sure Chinese developers fully understand and do not feel excluded.  It is also crucially important for the Chinese developers to contribute to the collaboration to their full potential. 

Providing support to developers learning the others' language could be helpful for the developers to communicate directly as well as for understanding each others' culture.  Even though English was the working language of the project, British developers learning and trying to speak Chinese could be seen as a friendly gesture in working with Chinese colleagues.
4.2.2. On processing nominal group techniques

There were also some thoughts on nominal group techniques worth noting, according to the experience and limitation of this focus group interview.

A separate session to prepare the focus group before it meets in order to introduce the purpose and the steps of the process, with a review of the purpose of each procedure is essential to the success of the focus group interview. At least 30 minutes should be dedicated to this activity.

The focus group interviewing was finished without many suggestions on solutions made; there was an inadequate amount of time encouraging more discussion on that. It would be helpful if extra time were allowed for each session, as the Chinese culture is implicit and it takes time to encourage the participants to be more specific – especially when attempting to find solutions. Facilitating small group discussions by congregating participants of similar age would be helpful in encouraging younger participants to speak out, especially when talking about unsatisfactory aspects.

In this focus group, the developers were asked about expectations before they started the project but they were not asked about any concerns or problems they envisaged before starting work on the project.  In Chinese the word expectation suggests opinions or thoughts of a positive nature, therefore in future asking specifically about initial concerns as well as expectations would be helpful for the Chinese participants to review the project from all perspectives.

Appendix 5: Tutor Report on Beijing Pilot

Gill Forrester

E-Tutor, Pedagogy Module, Unit 2 – Evaluating Teacher Performance

As the writer of Unit 2 (Evaluating Teacher Performance) of the Pedagogy Module, I was also the e-tutor of this unit for the Beijing Pilot conducted between 14 March and 8 May 2005. The piloting of the e-learning materials (designed and developed as part of Project 1) provided feedback of participants’ reactions and responses to the materials, their engagement with the pedagogic processes which essentially underpin the materials and the types of support they require in order to progress successfully through the materials.  

Participants who were designated to the Pedagogy Module were due to pilot Unit 2 between 18 and 29 April; four weeks into the pilot.  However, although it was estimated and recommended that participants spend four weeks on Unit 1 in the first instance, three participants introduced themselves on Unit 2’s Introductory Forum between 5th and 7th April.  Despite cautioning the participants via Unit 2’s Introductory Forum about the ideal of completing Unit 1 before commencing Unit 2 they began working on Unit 2.  The first participant made a journal entry on 8th April and others followed on 12th April.    (Their reason for wishing to commence Unit 2 early may have been related to the looming student examinations and managing their own workload commitments.)  I began responding to their journal entries on 13th April so as not to diminish their enthusiasm.

Gill Forrester Diary Entry  

Tue 5 April

Was a little surprised/alarmed to see that two teachers had introduced themselves on Unit 2 Introductory Forum today – I was not expecting this.  I checked Unit 1 and they seem to be quite active there and so maybe they were just having a look to see what is coming up. I advised them to complete as much of Unit 1 as they can before moving on to Unit 2.  I’m stalling them essentially but this is the only way we will get a true picture of participation in Unit 1 and also I would prefer people to start Unit 2 more-or-less together as discussions on the forum will be pretty sketchy otherwise
Unit 2 comprises four Learning Sections each covering discrete (though related) topics and each section has its own topic-related forum.  I was aware that some of the participants/schools had already withdrawn from the pilot and I particularly wanted to avoid a staggered start and keep the remaining participants together in order for them to be able to fully utilise the separate discussion forums and share and discuss their ideas.  By 18 April, when the Unit was due to start, one student had already reached the end of Learning Section 2 and had made a posting to this forum.  Other participants did not reach this form until 27th April and by that time of course the first student had long moved on in the unit.

During the period the Unit was piloted six teachers viewed the materials.  Three visited the Unit fairly regularly (i.e. most days) and one other began the unit and worked through the first Learning Section only before disappearing on 25th April (though did view again on 30th April).  From the Moodle logging facility I was aware that two other teachers were viewing the materials from time to time.  One of these appeared to be ‘lurking’ for most of this period and finally posted all journal entries, assignments, forum postings during the final two days (29th – 30th April).  Some teachers also attempted Unit 7 which was optional.  This was written in Chinese so difficult for UK tutors to follow. 

Use of Journals

The entries made to the online journals were, I considered, often disappointing.  Initially participants were cutting and pasting material directly from Unit 2.  At first I was rather perturbed by this.

Gill Forrester Diary Entry  

14 April

I was also really very disappointed to see so much of my own work/words copied and pasted back to me.  My immediate reaction was to reply quite tersely that this was not acceptable, blatant plagiarism etc and was not tolerated in UK universities.  However, I decided to take a break and think about it.  Afterwards I’ve considered the following:

· Teachers have offered (presumably?) to pilot our materials – so I don’t want to put them off at this stage by saying they are ‘wrong’ to write in this way or their work is not good enough and lose them at this stage. 

· Copying back to me what I’ve written is probably (I assume) what participants think they should do – i.e. feedback the knowledge that the tutor has imparted to them in the first place.

· Maybe I should just mention to them about making notes in their own words (rather than mine) in order to avoid future problems in the unit.  But on the other hand some of the journals are notes on readings and if I was reading an article I would probably underline certain sentences to highlight them and so I suppose in a way this is the online equivalent?  A difficult one really.

Communication and Forum Postings

The level of discussion on the forums was somewhat disappointing.  Individual emails with teachers were much more productive and more informative.  I also engaged with one teacher via the online journal.  Ideally some of this would have been better placed on the forums so that other participants could view it and contribute as well.  On the whole I do not think the forum discussions in Unit 2 really got properly underway.  I noted the following in my diary during the period when I was observing Unit 1:
Gill Forrester Diary Entry  

27 March

The level of discussion does not seem particularly ‘deep’ at this stage– though I’m not sure whether this is due to the fact that participants are communicating in a second language?  It must be quite difficult for them.  I just feel that the discussions of the chemistry teachers in Fujian pilot were much more ‘scholarly’ than what I’m seeing here.

Nevertheless teachers did appear to welcome the opportunity to be able to discuss issues together, though some perhaps lacked the skills to do so effectively online.  The postings to the forums of Unit 2 are largely individual and one-off postings – there are relatively few occasions whereby participants engage in any deliberation. 

Gill Forrester Diary Entry  

27 April
Some of the personal emails I have received have really been very informative more so than forum postings.  It’s a pity these messages were not available to others as they would have formed better basis for discussion.  Although I suggested that they might wish to moot these ideas on forum haven’t really seen any evidence of this. 

Gill Forrester Diary Entry  

29 April

There has only a small number involved in Unit 2 and now its the end of the pilot I felt as though teachers were just intent on working their way through it; racing through the tasks in order to be able to reach the end of the unit on time. 

Assessment

Whether and how participants were to be assessed in the pilot was an issue never fully resolved.  Assessment was discussed prior to the commencement of the pilot and from the Manchester team’s point of view it was not considered to be a necessary part of the pilot process.  This was partially because the issue of assessment of the materials per se has never been fully resolved and while there are elements of formative assessment in the various tasks embedded within the units, the form of summative assessment remains somewhat problematic.  During the pilot some assessment options were mooted by Unit 1 and Unit 2 content writers.  BNU was insistent that a formal assessment should be undertaken by all participants which also took into consideration participants ‘daily online commitment’ (as ascertained by Moodle’s logging facility) so that a certificate could be formally granted to the participants on completion of the pilot.  At the request of BNU project manager an assessment was complied by the Manchester team.  This comprised three parts; two pieces of writing and online activity rates. The first piece of writing required participants to reflect on their own learning (30%), the second piece of writing required that participants reflect on how their learning relates to their classroom practice (60%).  A final 10% would be allocated based on the participants online activity; tutors’ assessment of their participation and engagement with the materials (although we considered that this was problematic this, we considered, was a compromise).  Some guidance as to how to structure their writing was also devised.  However, colleagues at BNU went ahead with another form of assessment, which was posted to the Moodle by them without first being sent to Manchester for discussion.   As this was done on a Saturday and the participants were already into a vacation period it was considered by Manchester e-tutors too late to make any changes.  We did express however our concerns to BNU about the nature of the assessment they had devised which we considered was more of a compulsory evaluation of the materials.  

Contact with other e-tutors

Personally, I would have welcomed more involvement with other e-tutors on the tutor forums.  Contributions were largely between Angela, Wang Yangping and myself and it was helpful to have this space to communicate and to post any problems or discoveries about Moodle. While it was possible for Angela and I to talk face-to-face we also posted to forum as well – it would have been good to communicate with BNU tutor Unit 7. 

Resources

Video clips for Unit 2 went astray somewhere in the process.  They were eventually available to participants in the final few days of the pilot.  Some teachers did not appear to be able to open Acrobat files – I advised them of site from where they could download Acrobat Reader.

Concluding thoughts…

My experiences of e-tutoring Unit 2 has led me to the conclusion that in order for e-learning to be a truly effective method the introduction to the materials that participants receive should really be more comprehensive and provide them with the appropriate study skills to properly engage in the virtual learning environment and the (new) pedagogic processes employed in the e-learning materials.    Generally speaking the participants appeared to lack a clear understanding of what was required of them and so did not fully utilise the online materials available to them.  They might have benefited from a lengthier induction with also more time to practice studying online with tutors’ support at hand.  Postings made in Unit 2 journals suggest that participants had not grasped sufficiently the notion of reflective practice and so were unable to effectively undertake some of the online tasks and activities or apply these methodologies to their own learning and classroom practice.  (The copying and pasting of my own materials was difficult to deal with – sometimes transcripts of the video interviews were also posted back.)  However, at the end of the unit I received some very nice comments from teachers who had participated saying how much they had enjoyed the unit.  One in particular thanked me for my ‘prompt replies and feedback’ which she found ‘encouraging and motivating’ and so in that sense I found the e-tutoring experience very worthwhile.
Learning online for the first time can be challenging and requires self-discipline and self-motivation as well as degrees of learner autonomy and independence.  Additionally, the e-learning materials we have produced incorporate and promote a learner-centred approach.  One of the greatest difficulties faced by the pilot participants appears to have been their inability to adapt their approaches to learning to suit a virtual learning environment.  This may possibly be partly attributed to the traditional ways of Chinese pedagogic approaches which are typically teacher-driven and teacher-centred.  Thus, with the benefit of hindsight, we were possibly expecting too much of our Chinese learners to make this huge pedagogic leap in order to work beneficially through the e-learning materials.  
Appendix 6: E-Tutor Report – Beijing Pilot (March-April 2005)

Angela MacLachlan, University of Manchester

Module: Teaching & Learning 2 (Modern Pedagogy)

Unit: Unit 1 – The Role of the Teacher

Composition of the Unit

Unit 1 is a double unit, divided into two parts, requiring a minimum of 30 hours study, which was to be undertaken over a period of four weeks (March 21-April 17). Part 1 situates the teacher within the larger role of education, (Ways of Thinking: What is Education for?) whilst Part 2 concentrates on the reality of the teacher’s professional life in the classroom (Ways of Doing: The Teacher in the Classroom).  Prior to the Beijing pilot, the unit underwent a number of changes, both in response to data collected in the Fujian pilot, and to my increasing familiarity with e-learning models, the VLE (Moodle), and the cultural context of the Chinese audience I was writing for.  

There were 12 learning sections in all, each with a fairly even mix of resources and activities: video interviews with UK teachers; case studies; reading and reflective writing (via the journal); forum discussions and three ‘assignments’ – short pieces of writing to be submitted to the tutor.

The unit also included some voluntary extension material and activities on reflective practice, for example discussion on the relevance of reflective practice for classroom practitioners, and similarly for learners - the participants naturally straddle both these roles.  This material was initially part of Unit 1 proper, but I had cut this some weeks earlier when it became clear that the unit was far too big.  I had also hoped that by highlighting reflective practice in this way, its significance would be clear(er) to the participants. 

However, most participants overlooked this extension material – whether by design or by default we cannot now establish. Given that working on the material was voluntary – as indeed was participation in the pilot itself - apart from some general encouragement, it was not possible to do more to encourage the participants to engage with it.  Several participants actually used the forum on reflective practice to discuss amongst other things technical difficulties, and to send general greetings to the group.

Reflective Practice

Whilst reflective practice provided the theoretical framework of both T&L1 & 2 the materials did not include input on how to write reflectively, the purpose of reflective journals, how to apply reflective practice in the classroom context, and so on.  It has become clear that solely theoretical input on our part is insufficient.  This was demonstrated by the extremely superficial level of reflection evident in participant responses.  However, towards the end of the study period of Unit 1, several participants were beginning to demonstrate at least an initial engagement with the concept.

e-Tutor Input

As the unit writer and subsequently the e-tutor of that unit, I had an insight into the materials and how learning was to be constructed through them that another e-tutor would not necessarily have – I think there are implications for e-tutor training programmes here.  Where the e-tutor has no direct relationship to, nor intellectual ownership of, the teaching & learning materials, I suspect that tutor input may differ – either quantitatively or qualitatively at least initially – from that of the tutor who is also the materials writer.  

We had a training session here with an experienced e-tutor, which was comprehensive and informative.  Essentially however, I transferred my ‘normal’ teaching practice into the VLE.

When learners embark on a new programme of learning, teacher input is bound to be considerable at first.  Here, the participants were also coping with a new way of learning, which also required technical know-how they did not necessarily have.  So in terms of time, tutor input , or tutor ‘presence’, had to be substantial.  I am firmly convinced however, that were the participants to follow the full module, this investment in time would prove to be top-heavy.  

As the participants progress through the materials their knowledge base deepens:

· they become more familiar with the VLE

· they become more familiar with the way materials are constructed and the pedagogy underpinning them

· they become more convinced of the purpose and usefulness of collaborating they learn to collaborate through discussion

· they learn to reflect and how to react to reflection

· they begin to understand how learners can essentially construct their own learning

· how learners can learn through and with each other

· the group gains an identity and acknowledges and accepts its common purpose 

- in sum, as the participants become more experienced e-learners - the tutor will be able to withdraw gradually, and to limit his/her ‘presence’ or ‘visibility’.  Certainly the participants will still expect guidance and support – but participant reliance on what I have noted as ‘tutor validation’ would - I am convinced - begin to decrease.

I was at pains to ensure my presence could be seen on the Moodle as a form of encouragement and academic support.  At first this meant that I responded to everything the participants posted.  I realised quite quickly that if the tutor jumps in at every forum posting, this inhibits the development of discussion between the participants, and reinforces participant assumptions that the tutor has the ‘right’ answer.  I also responded to a number of journal entries until the function of these began to overlap with the function of the forum.  

Some of the most satisfying discussions we had revolved around sharing our classroom experiences.  Firstly, exchanges of this kind facilitate a more personal relationship between tutor and participant, and between participants themselves.  Secondly, in terms of teachers sharing ideas to improve classroom practice, it is a sound way of offering suggestions, of ‘trouble-shooting’ and of reinforcing a collaborative climate.

Communication also took place outside the Moodle via email.  This became problematical, not only in terms of time, but also because some participants began to sidestep the Moodle, apparently preferring a one-to-one communication.  Whilst 1-2-1 communication has its place, an over-emphasis on it contradicts the very nature of the collaborative elearning experience.  I suggested many times to the individual participants that they share their thoughts on the Moodle, but they did not do so.  

Administrative matters also took up a great deal of time at the beginning of the month-long study period of Unit 1.  A number of participants had not given their email addresses, and some had given wrong ones.  The register was also incorrect in places.  The Excel spreadsheet gave the names of all participants, not just those for Unit 1, and it was not particularly easy to read.  Nor was I sure of the gender of the participants as this information was missing from the spreadsheet, a problem compounded by the absence of participant photographs.  Gathering a learning group together at the outset is essential and momentum was inhibited because it was some days before I had a clear idea of who the Unit 1 participants were, by which time some had actually withdrawn.  I did not know that until much later, and consequently spent quite some time ‘chasing’ phantom participants via email.  

Participant Input

A number of teachers started work on the unit prior to the ‘official’ start date of March 21.  Although this meant that initial and subsequent discussions were somewhat staggered, I doubt it would have been reasonable to insist that everyone start at the same time.  

9 (from 29) participants worked consistently and with commitment through the first part of Unit 1.  Several participants dipped in and out, which compromised the quality of their input as the materials are constructed sequentially.  A total of 6 engaged fully with the entire unit.

A small number of participants commenced Unit 2 before the due date, and whilst still working on Unit 1.  

Participants voiced a number of concerns throughout the unit for example: 

· how to manage their time, particularly as school exams were imminent, and they felt under enormous stress because of this

· how to construct their learning in this new environment

· lack of understanding of what was actually required in terms of their own input

· their level of English, which many felt was inadequate, and which would be publicly displayed

· lack of access to a computer at suitable times

· various media not accessible eg the video interviews

In general, they expressed a fairly high level of anxiety about the entire process which quite probably compromised their learning experience.

I tried to allay these concerns, again mostly via email, although at one point I inserted a label on the front page of the unit to address these concerns to the whole group.  Whether this had any degree of success is unclear.

The functionality of the various resources was not clear to the participants, most notably that of the online journal.  I myself had been under the impression that this was a private workspace, where participants would be able to note their reflections, refer to them as they undertook activities and tasks, and access them as a personal record of learning throughout the unit.  However, the journal was accessible to the tutor, and had a screen for ‘feedback’ which the participants began to expect.  Thus, reflective writing never really got underway (quite apart from the fact that the participants had not previously done any reflective writing) and the journal became a kind of online descriptive ‘exercise book’.  I perceive the ‘online journal’ as something completely different from the ‘e-portfolio’ – the journal for me is an essentially private, reflective workspace, whilst the e-portfolio is both a personal and  public record of progress in learning, to be used for self-,  formative and summative assessment.

I received assignments from 9 (out of 29) participants which I did not grade formally – basically because there was no formal structure in place to do anything with assignment grades. I think the participants were disappointed with this as this does not reflect what they perceive to be the function of assignments – nor does it reflect mine.  As the writer, I had chosen to include assignments – a more formal piece of writing for submission to the tutor – as a means to encourage participants to synthesise their learning at specific points, to demonstrate that learning in writing, and to ‘practise’ more formal writing.  I told them I found their work very interesting, but should have built into the materials some kind of grading system in order to ‘validate’ the assignments for the participants.  I was unable to do this in the absence of an overall policy on assessment.  This links to the overall issue of unit/module/programme assessment which is discussed below.

Participants tended to cut and paste whole swathes of both my text and text I had quoted from other sources, both in the online journal, in the assignments and at times on the forum.  We have had much debate about issues of ‘plagiarism’ which I think do not apply to this context.  We were insufficiently explicit in our instructions and as UK writers, have written firmly in the UK mould, without adequate reference to the Chinese context.  This is not to say we did not endeavour to familiarise ourselves with the Chinese context, which we most certainly did.  I encouraged participants many, many times to express their thoughts and opinions in their own words, and by the end of the study period there was certainly evidence that some were beginning to do this. 

Participants did not make use of the chat facility.  It is unclear why not.  Perhaps they were uncertain how to access it, or what it was for.  Perhaps they were not aware that it was there at all.  Although Moodle lists logged-on users, it does not allow users to contact each other via this list.  I entered chat several times, not only to ‘speak to’ participants, but also to other tutors who I could see were logged on.  I also sent emails to suggest participants kept a chat window open.  However, no-one ever entered the chat at the same time as me.  The logs did not show that participants had ever entered the chat.  I am unsure whether this is because they never did actually enter the chat, or if the log does not register chat activity. 

Learning Activities

Each Learning Section in Unit 1 had at least one forum activity, and sometimes two.  These were in addition to the general unit forum, and the extension forum for discussion of reflective practice.

This is simply too many.  Managing this number of forums became impossible, firstly because the participants were not working in tandem very often (a downside of learner flexibility) so it was difficult to choose an appropriate time to end a discussion.  This meant that almost all discussions were open at any one given time, leading to confusion amongst the participants who on occasion responded to a particular thread with comments actually meant for another discussion entirely.  Secondly, participants were unwittingly initiating completely new discussions instead of contributing to the one they thought they were contributing to.  I encouraged them not to give their postings a new title, which did initiate a new discussion, but I myself became confused, and was unclear exactly how the forums worked.

I noted a number of times that participants were not fully engaging with the activity or question in hand.  They would either address only part of a particular activity or question, or respond with no reference to them at all.  I attempted to intervene, and to bring them back on track, but this was mostly overlooked.  I suspect that some of the tasks were too dense – this may be due to the structure of the task as well as the complexity of the language employed.  Although participants on Unit 1 were English Language teachers, there is a enormous difference between the language and register required for classroom teaching, and the level of academic English across the skills required both to engage fully with the content, and to express oneself appropriately.

As noted above, the reflective writing activities did not yield the level of reflection we anticipated.  There is some overlap of function on the Moodle, and in some of the instructions in Unit 1,  between ‘reflective writing’ and ‘make notes’.  This is confusing for the participants.  Again, the space available to the e-tutor for ‘feedback’ muddies the waters further.

The readings in Unit 1 were fairly lengthy, and again firmly rooted in the UK context – not necessarily in terms of academic content, but in terms of linguistic complexity that is - on reflection - generally unrealistic for this market.   As both writer and e-tutor however, I was unclear throughout the entire process (writing and e-tutoring) of what actually is realistic intellectually, academically and linguistically.  I was unsure of the academic ‘training’ or background of the participants, which creates a number of problems in both roles.   This does not call into question the intellectual or academic ability of the participants, rather it highlights the uncertainties I felt as writer and tutor because I simply did not know what stage of their academic or professional career they had yet reached.  

Participants reported on a number of occasions that the video interviews were inaccessible.  This caused them – and me - great frustration.  Some compensated for this by reading the interview transcript, others simply sidestepped the activities built around the interviews.

There was a problem with sheer quantity in Unit 1.  30 study hours (15 hours per unit) looks at this stage unrealistic – though further editing of materials would severely compromise the unit itself in terms of the original curriculum outline.  Perhaps the scale of the programme is itself unrealistic.

Assessment
I fully endorse the points raised by Gill Forrester in her report on the subject of assessment.  That a sound and robust model of assessment – be it at unit, module and/or programme level – is absolutely central to teaching and learning we are all agreed, just as we are agreed that in Phase 1 we were unable to reach any definitive decisions about it.   Certainly, the ‘final assessment’ was tagged on hurriedly, without any particular reference to the suggestions of the Manchester team, which were solicited only after the end of the study period.  This was unfair to the participants in a number of ways, and did not offer any meaningful conclusion to the teaching and learning process.   My main concern has always been that we do not build in assessment that goes more to the heart of what may be useful for us to know in terms of the e-China project, rather than what is central to us as teachers, to the learning process, and therefore ultimately the learner experience.  

There is some scope in the Moodle for individual unit assessment in the form of assignments, though any criteria should be standardised across the module.  It is also clear that how learning is to be assessed on a programme-wide scale is a complex issue that has to take into account both the Chinese and UK context.

General

Whilst generally promoting the advantages of collaboration in our materials, it was a little odd that the e-tutors across the three modules did not establish any kind of working relationship between themselves.

I found it somewhat disconcerting when new names appeared as teachers on Unit 1.  Names of colleagues who log on with particular rights for information purposes should be kept hidden.  It is potentially confusing and possibly inhibiting for the participants also.

The Chinese Moodle did not support certain English Language characters, such as punctuation marks.  The text was often disrupted by long series of apostrophes and numbers which was off-putting.  The font often appeared to change mid-text also.  This compromises the overall professional ‘feel’ or ‘look’ of the unit, as well as quite probably making reading harder for the participants.

Some time after the end of the study period I discovered that discussions via the module forum had been taking place in Chinese between the participants and Tang Min.  I have still to see a translation of these exchanges so I cannot comment on their content, but I feel that discussions with participants should involve everyone, even if only for information purposes.   It is possible that participants were raising issues that I could have dealt with and that certainly I should have known about.

Conclusions and Suggestions

· Adapt the curriculum outline to include a discrete unit with a blend of theoretical input and practical activities on being a reflective practitioner/writer and collaborative practice in the teaching profession (possibly adapting Unit 10 ‘Building Learning Communities’).  This unit should be Unit 1 – and is more than ‘induction’ and ‘e-study skills’ – both of which are in themselves absolutely essential

· Be explicit on what is realistic tutor input, and inform the participants  - possibly in the form of ‘The role of your tutor’ or similar

· However the general training is conceived, it should include clear information on the pedagogic function of the various resources on the VLE – forum, journal etc – as well as sound understanding of the software

· The e-team should have a dedicated administrator, whose responsibilities would include ensuring registers are comprehensive and up-to-date before the study period commences.

· Investigate further the issue of language.  Also, if materials are offered bi-lingually, translation has to be of the highest quality which necessitates close collaboration between the translator and writer

· An agreement needs to be reached between the UK and Chinese team regarding the academic identity of the programme – it is insufficient to call the programme a ‘Masters’ when our definitions of input and outcome are not necessarily the same.  When this agreement is reached, materials should include more practise of academic writing

· Likewise, an informed policy on assessment has to be formulated and then embedded into the individual units

· Facilitate the chat function – for example by enabling users to click on names of other users who are logged on to contact them directly – this will go some way towards reducing potential ‘learner isolation’

· Visual media must be accessible at all times

· Keep discussion forums to a minimum

· Impose strict ‘start and finish’ study period deadlines per unit, and possibly build in more deadlines/give more guidance throughout the unit that allow learner flexibility but still keep the group working together within a particular timeframe 

· The e-tutor needs more information on the participants’ academic and professional background, and should most certainly be involved in the assessment process

· Investigate further the scale of the programme, the study hours required etc

· Encourage communication between the e-tutors

· Ensure theory is always linked to practice

· * * * *

Appendix 7: A contribution to the WUN eChina Evaluation Report 

Vic Lally and Sheena Banks from the University of Sheffield
1.
Background

These are some brief comments compiled as a contribution to the WUN eChina Evaluation Report by Vic Lally and Sheena Banks from the University of Sheffield.  Our comments mainly relate to our experiences and insights gained as e-tutors in the WUN e-learning user trial carried out with teachers in Beijing during April-May 2005.

During 2003/4 we worked collaboratively with the School of Networked Education at Beijing Normal University to produce an e-learning Masters module called Educational Technology and Action Learning in the Classroom - 150 hour online programme.

The work was organised as follows:

Unit 1 (SU)
Introduction to eLearning, Educational Technology and Action Learning (16 hours)

Unit 2 (BNU)
Integration of ICT and Curriculum (24 hours)

Unit 3 (BNU)
Instructional Media (16 hours)

Unit 4 (SU)
Instructional Resources and the World Wide Web (16 hours)

Unit 5(SU)
Communicating, Learning and Teaching via the Web and VLEs (24 hours)

Unit 6 (BNU)
Instructional Design (24 hours)

Unit 7 (BNU/SU)
Module Summary and Review (16 hours)

Each unit is activity-based, using a pedagogical design that enables them to be offered via the Internet, with an emphasis on interaction and communication.  The School of Networked Learning at BNU is very interested in developing its expertise in collaborative e-learning.  The pedagogic approach that was negotiated was based on a combination of cooperative and self-managed learning using experiential techniques, and taking into account the local infrastructure in China of local study centres and the number of learners in a typical learning group.  Learning could therefore be facilitated through a combination of face-to-face meetings, use of online content, online communication and guided discussion and individual study.  

The huge challenge of this project was to work towards a joint design of the programme that incorporated beliefs and values around e-learning from both sides.  The final result was a blend of the more 'open' pedagogic designs we use in our own practice in the UK and the more structured approach used in China.  For example, in the UK at Masters' level, our aim would be to design for individual and co-construction of knowledge whereas in China learner knowledge is predetermined.

Analysing this collaborative process and the impact it had on the design of the e-learning materials is something that we are still researching and reflecting on, and will be the focus of our work in Phase 2 of the eChina Programme.

2.
Our experience of the WUN User Trial

As indicated above, our materials put great emphasis on interaction, communication and the development of a learning community that negotiates, engages in discourse and completes course activities and assignments to build a shared community of practice.  The e-tutors function as facilitators, inspirators and validators and the technology serves as a communicative and collaborative infrastructure.

We had adapted these pedagogic ideas considerably in the materials developed collaboratively with BNU and the materials contained support structures such as online communication skills, defined tasks and activities, case study example through video triggers and supporting resources.

However, collaborative e-learning places great value on the knowledge and experience that individual learner bring to the learning community, which is a process of empowerment for the individual with the potential to develop new knowledge for the group. E-learning communities enable learners to connect new ideas and concepts to things they already know and relate this new knowledge to their own professional contexts.  In e-learning communities, both individual learners and the group benefit from new knowledge and understandings.   The Chinese academics and teachers that we met were enthusiastic and motivated by these ideas.

To achieve good learning outcomes in collaborative e-learning requires eight essential things: good access to Internet technology for all, stable technology and learning platform that both e-tutors and learners are confident in using, e-tutors with appropriate skills and competences, extended learner induction that gives both e-tutors and learners the opportunity to 'practice' in the online environment, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for online learning, institutional/strategic support, a reasonable timescale.  In addition, in a Chinese context there are major cultural and language factors.

In the WUN trial, a number of these factors were beyond our control, which obviously made the trial significantly less than ‘ideal’.

Access to technology: obviously this was difficult and de-motivating for many of the teachers.

Stable technology and learning platform: there were problems about the learning platform from the outset of the project, as this was a strategic/political decision.  As we initially had no access to a learning platform, we had to 'simulate' this through the design of web pages for the materials.  When Moodle became available, we did not have access to technical support to 'customise' Moodle in a way that achieved systematic and instinctive use of navigation and links.  In the trial, we ourselves felt very uncertain about using Moodle because it was new to us - the learners must have found this even more difficult.  We needed induction into using Moodle.

Skills and competences of e-tutors: we had hoped to have Chinese e-tutors who had had appropriate training to facilitate our materials This did not happen, so we ourselves became the e-tutors.  Despite our extensive e-tutoring experience, we found this very difficult and realised that we needed induction into the use of Moodle and e-tutoring in a Chinese context.  For example, the learners were obviously unused to the informal style of our communication and we were unused to giving feedback and directing them in the way that they expected.

Learner induction: We realised very early in the trial that learners were finding Moodle difficult to use, and communication very difficult.  Their expectations of what the course was about varied widely from the concept of knowledge construction, collaborative learning and action learning that we were trying to achieve.  Some of these problems are obviously down to the design of the materials, but we also believe these problems could have been overcome more readily through effective learner induction and practice in the online learning environment, probably at a face-to-face event.

Intrinsic/extrinsic motivation: This is obviously a problem when learners who are 'volunteers' whose participation is not necessarily acknowledged by their peers or employers, there is no tangible reward, and limited contact with the organisers of the trial.  It is well-known that assessment is a vital factor in motivation.  We noted that the learners sought summative feedback on their progress in the trial and looked in part to the technology to give this.

Institutional/strategic/ support: We believe it would have helped the trial if it had had official support from BNU and run under their auspices with Chinese facilitators.

Language issues: the learning materials and the platform needed to be much more bi-lingual.  We believe that the theoretical materials we used should have had bi-lingual annotations and bi-lingual learning objects.  We now believe that it is essential to have tools embedded in the VLE that support cognitive scaffolding of online processes and formative assessment.   We noted the positive comments from learners about our video triggers, and in Phase 2 will seek further opportunities to develop visual learning experiences.

Time issues: the experience of time in an online context is very different to real time.  Online learning takes much longer. This hit the Chinese learners very hard - they were not prepared for this.  Time management for online learning should be part of learner induction.

3.
Conclusions

As indicated above, we found the WUN learner trial a very difficult and painful experience, as so much was beyond our control and we seemed to be able to do little to help.  However, there is no doubt that some important lessons have been learned.   Some basics about good e-learning practice have been shown yet again to be of fundamental importance, particularly where it involves organising an international e-learning trial.

However, we do not believe that the experience of the trial undermines the value of e-learning.  The important lessons we have learned about this are about the complexity of organising an e-learning trial in a Chinese context, the Sino-UK 'culture' gap in e-learning that still remains, and the priorities for Stage 2 of the eChina Project.  

Appendix 8: The Fujian Trial Pilot: Preliminary Report (December, 2004)

Gill Forrester and Gary Motteram  (The University of Manchester, UK)
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Introduction
This preliminary report presents the initial findings of the Fujian Trial Pilot.  The intention is to communicate as early as possible the experiences and perceptions of participants involved in the trial pilot.  The report identifies what elements participants believe work well and areas where further modification might be required.  The various teams will then have the discretion to decide what action might be taken in order to inform and improve the learning materials and learning environment.  The various teams should reflect what the wider significance the issues raised might have in relation to the content of all units, the platform and the process of learning.  This report is aimed at the content writers, instructional designers and the technical teams of the Manchester, Sheffield and Beijing Normal University (BNU) teams.  It should be noted that the analysis of the data obtained from the trial pilot is ongoing.

The main aim of the trial pilot was to present a limited number of the learning materials to a group of practicing senior teachers to assess their general suitability for the target audience.  Trialling the materials in this way served a dual function.  Firstly it enabled a formative evaluation of the main underlying concepts and methodology for these materials; that in-service teachers would be both able and stimulated to reflect on their practice in relation to a number of contemporary topics.  Using a small selection of units we were thus able to test the suitability of the materials.  Secondly, it provided insight to various important issues, which will subsequently inform future design and development.  

The learning materials were trialled in WebCL as this platform had been agreed as the virtual learning environment (VLE) at the meeting held in June 2004.  One unit from each of the three modules would be trialled comprising those produced only by BNU content writers.  It was not possible for the units produced by the Manchester team to be translated in time for the beginning of the trial.  These units had required a substantial re-write in the summer months following the change in the structure of the units.  This was insisted by the School of Continuing Education and Teacher Training (SCETT) at the end of the June 2004, due to a reduction of hours of study per unit from 30 to 15.  The instructional sections of the Sheffield materials had been translated into Chinese in time for the trial.  However, all the links in Sheffield’s materials were to sites using English language and the group of teachers who agreed to trial the materials were unfamiliar with written (and spoken) English
.  This unit was uploaded to WebCL.  One of the Manchester units also became available in Chinese towards the end of the trial period.  Some of the participants (including two teachers that were interviewed) had started working through this unit by the time the interviews took place.   It is hoped that some further feedback from the participants will be obtained at a later stage.

Research Questions

We were interested in investigating a specific range of pedagogical issues and features of the materials in this trial pilot.  These stem from our involvement in the design, development and production of the materials, experiences of other online programmes, reading of the literature about e-learning and also about evaluation research.  The research questions were, therefore:

· Whether, and to what extent, the content of the units was relevant to the professional practice of the target teacher group?

· How appropriate to their professional needs would they find the given tasks?

· With respect to the online environment, how would teachers cope with learning using this (new) medium?

· Would teachers have sufficient time to read, digest the content of the learning materials and then engage in effective reflection and collaboration on the discussion forums?

· Were the forms of assessment for the units appropriate?

· How useful was the induction to the programme they received during the face-to-face introductory sessions in September, 2004?

At the beginning of the trial period we were still under the impression that WebCL would be the final platform of choice for the remainder of the year.  Consequently, it was considered desirable to pose questions to the participants regarding their impressions of the features of the forum and how these might be improved.  (The questionnaire largely dealt with questions relating to WebCL.)  The role and responsibilities of the e-tutor, the needs of the new e-tutor and the management of the e-learning environment also called for exploration in this context.  Accordingly, a series of questions were compiled and a full set of the instruments used in the evaluation can be found in the appendices section (see Appendix 1, 2 and 3).

The Trial Pilot: context, participants and tutors 

The site for the trial pilot was Fujian province on the east coast of China.  The trial pilot participants comprised 32 senior teachers (24 male, 8 female) who are all currently engaged in a training programme for chemists offered by the Fujian Institute of Education in Fuzhou.  Most of these teachers have a management role within their respective schools and many of them have responsibilities for the training of the young teachers in their school.  The course leader is Professor Zou Kaihuang, Biochemistry Department of Fujian Institute of Education.  Three e-tutors were each assigned to one unit of the three modules being produced as part of the BNU-WUN materials development collaboration: Shi Baoguo was responsible for Educational Psychology; Guo Hua for Modern Pedagogy and Zhang Jinbao for Educational Technology.

The trial pilot commenced on 19th September, 2004.  The induction consisted of a three-day face-to-face introduction to the VLE and learning materials which was led by Liu Bangxiang, Zhang Jinbao and Gary Motteram. This visit included an introduction to the WebCL environment, as well as video conferences both with BNU and Sheffield University and work on parts of different units.  Data was also collected at this stage in the form of journals entries written by the participants.

The individual participants commenced working through the materials online with the support of the e-tutors from the end of the face-to-face sessions until the return to Fujian to conduct the interviews.  All of the online discussion was in Chinese and for the period of the trial pilot therefore, the English tutors were not able to be actively involved in the process.  Guidelines regarding the assessment were uploaded to WebCL and thus made available to participants on 15th October.

On the 21st November Liu Bangxiang, Gary Motteram and Wang Yanping visited Fujian to formally interview twelve of the trial pilot participants and also Professor Zou Kaihuang.  This involved visiting Fuzhou, Xiamen and Zhang Zhou.  In Fouzhou and Xiamen a number of schools were also visited.

The Piloted Materials 

The materials that were piloted were as follows: 

· Educational Technology Module

· Unit 6, Educational design

· Unit 1,Introduction to e-learning, educational technology and action learning

· Educational Psychology Module

· Unit 3, Nature and nurture

· Modern Pedagogy Module

· Unit 3, Ethical issues in teaching

· Unit 2, Evaluating teacher performance

Research Methodology

The nature and purpose of this research along with the questions for enquiry generated lends itself to a methodology that combines quantitative and qualitative approaches.  The benefits of this approach being that the quantitative data can be compared and inferential statistical methods used to generalise the whole sample of respondents.  The emphasis is thus on breadth.  This both contrasts with and complements the qualitative element which gives greater emphasis to depth and understanding of experiences and perceptions.  

The quantitative aspect comprises a questionnaire which was made available on WebCL.  It consisted of both closed and open-ended questions and achieved a response rate of 87.5% (28 participants) (see Appendix 1).  This data has been processed by Liu Bangxiang and, at the time of writing, the results are available only in Chinese.  The WebCL platform has also generated quantitative data through monitoring and tracking features which are inbuilt, for example, recording the number of times a student logs in and calculating the number of hours spent on the platform.  The qualitative aspects comprise journals whereby the participants recorded their experiences and reflections during the face-to-face introductory sessions.  All thirty-two participants completed these and they are currently being translated into English in Manchester.  There has been non-participant observation of the discussion forum activity with and without the assistance of the translator working at Manchester.  Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with twelve participants (4 females, 8 males) and Professor Zou Kaihuang, between 21st and 26th November.  Questions were asked by Gary Motteram and the questions translated into Chinese by Liu Bangxiang.  The interviewees’ responses were then translated into English by Liu Bangxiang.  Observational field notes were also made during these interviews by Wang Yanping.  The three e-tutors were interviewed between 24th November and 3rd December by Gill Forrester.  Two of these interviews were observed by Tang Min who also offered translation where necessary.  Every interview was audio-taped and each interview lasted between forty-five minutes and two hours.  The tapes of seven of the recorded interviews were selected on the basis of the interviewee having identified and raised particular issues, surfacing important details or having interesting perspectives.  These have been listened to again and transcribed in full or in note form.  Key issues arising in the data were noted at this point. The remaining five interviews have not been transcribed at the time of writing this report.  However, the field notes made during the interviews by Wang Yanping were translated into English by Liu Bangxiang and these have been utilised in the analysis.  Data analysis at this stage has involved organising and coding the interview data along the main areas for investigation in the research earlier identified namely: 

· The content and its relevance to teachers’ professional practice

· ‘Time’ in relation to tasks and studying 

· The discussion forum and collaborative learning

· The role and support of the e-tutor 

· Assessment

· Reflection

Responses made by the teachers in any of the given themes have been collated and recorded separately, comparisons with the perspectives and perceptions of the other respondents have then been made and also, in some instances, the interview data has been compared, cross-referenced and corroborated with data generated through other methods and also with anecdotal evidence.  It is the interview data of the twelve participants however which essentially forms the basis of the results section in this report and the key issues for consideration identified at the end of the document chiefly stem from this particular data set.  
Research Findings

In this section the bracketed numbers refer to a particular teacher.  This method has been used firstly to maintain the anonymity of participants and secondly to enable us to identify the views of particular interviewees by the responses given, and which will facilitate the next stages of data analysis. 

Male participants: [1,2,3,6,8,9,10,11]

Female participants: [4,5,7,12]

In some places quotations are used as indicated by speech marks, however it should be remembered that the words used are those of the translator.  It should also be borne in mind that some of the issues raised are the views of perhaps one or a small number of participants.  This is unsurprising given the relatively small number of participants involved, but nevertheless the points raised by the participants are perceived as important issues by them and so should be given earnest consideration by the Manchester, Sheffield and BNU teams.  It will then be in the interests of the project for discussions to take place about the significance of the issues raised in the trial pilot and to act upon them as deemed appropriate, taking into consideration both the interests of the target audience and also the project itself so that it ultimately meets its objectives.  

The content and its relevance to teachers’ professional practice

The material was considered by participants to be new and creative in comparison to ‘the common text book’ and the modules support the philosophy underpinning the new curriculum [2].  While the materials are all considered to be relevant there are some differences between them and the reality in schools [4].  However, the materials encourage teachers to connect what has been learned with their classroom practice [5].  For example, while the psychological theories have been learned previously, the participants are now experienced teachers and so the materials enable them to make greater connections with their practical application [5].  It was suggested that the modules should include a video introduction by the author of the unit making it more personable to see the real person behind the materials [1].  The ‘must learn’ and ‘good to learn’ indications were perceived as useful and the differences between them recognised [6, 7].  Regarding learning aims and learning outcomes and whether participants felt these had been achieved, this had not been contemplated by some [5], were considered to have been met by others [4, 6,7] and  to be at a too detailed level with the uncertainty of whether or not they had been sufficiently met [11].  The unit aims (outcomes) at the ‘macro level’ were regarded as sufficient [11] as checking whether or not these had been met at the ‘micro level’ would be ‘difficult…to check’ and too time-consuming for teachers and ‘to check at every level is not necessary’ [12].

Educational Technology

The content of this module was perceived as relevant to what teachers should know as many are unfamiliar with the integration of ICT in teaching [1].  Primarily ICT was more likely to be used in Chinese schools just to support teaching [1].  It was considered that the unit/module offers teachers the opportunity to connect their own knowledge to educational technology in a systematic way [1].  The unit, it was considered, is closely related to professional practice and those teachers with a strong interest in ICT and/or with responsibility for co-ordinating the integration of ICT into classroom practice in their respective school spent more time working on this module [2, 6].  It was evident from the data that there were different levels of interest and familiarity with ICT.  Three of the four female teachers recognised their limited ICT skills [4,5,7].  One participant suggested educational technology should be conceived as ‘broader’ [7] than defined in the module and that other objects in classroom can be considered as educational technology and utilised besides ICT (the example of using ‘containers’ was given) [7].  The unit was perceived as not practical enough [9].  For example – the task requiring participants to contemplate whether to integrate ICT in classroom practice would be more applicable if the focus was on how ICT could be integrated.  
One teacher was unable to develop the learning object as required by unit 6 claiming that time did not permit with the pressure of looming school examinations.  She would however prefer to utilise existing objects rather than spend time developing her own [4].  The three levels of ICT integration into the classroom as presented in unit 6 were considered to be at a too higher level of requirement for general chemistry teachers [5]. 

It was felt that the unit does not support the philosophy of the new curriculum in the same way that psychology and pedagogy modules do [2]. 

Educational Psychology

The topics contained in Unit 3 were considered to be ‘familiar’ [1, 6, 7], useful in terms of revisiting known concepts and teachers were encouraged to think about them again and in a systematic way [1].  Some participants revealed their nervousness about using the technology due to lack of skills and these participants were more likely to study this unit (module) more ‘intensively’ [5] regarding it as more relevant and applicable to their everyday practice and needs.  It was expressed that the psychological needs of students are important in Chinese schools, so the context is relevant and particularly helpful to teachers who have specific responsibility for the psychological welfare of students [1].   The unit is relevant [6], the content related to professional and classroom practice [2, 4], and embedding case studies in the materials was considered creative [2].  More relevant case studies in this unit were called for [5].  The task relating to ‘The Rabbit and Mouse’ was considered ‘particularly useful’ [3] but it was suggested that this could be replaced by a real life classroom-based case which would be more meaningful to the teacher [5].  Case studies used should also relating specifically to the secondary schools [6,7].  Some participants held that this unit was too theoretical dealing with pure psychological issues with not enough emphasis on the practical application of the concepts and theories it deals with to the classroom situation [5, 7, 9].   It was suggested that there should be more material which deals with motivating students to learn [6].  The style of presenting the materials was raised as the following quotation indicates:

 ‘In Nature and Nurture in terms of knowledge explanation, there are too many links; the participants have to go to too many places to get a view of the subject. The participants find it too difficult to get a systematic picture. The way that the material is presented is very different from their normal expectations; they are used to reading a book in a very linear way’ [11].

The point being made here is that ‘the ideas should be systematically gathered together in one place’ [11]. 

Modern Pedagogy

Participants’ responses relate mostly to their experiences of studying Unit 3.  The unit was considered very useful and relevant [1], necessary [11] and closely related to teachers’ professional practice [2, 11].  It was considered by one participant [9] to be new and creative as the ideas and examples provided were seldom considered by this teacher.  Again, the participants who stated they lacked skills and confidence in using technology were more favourably disposed to this module (and the psychology module – see above) regarding them as more relevant and applicable to their everyday practice and needs [4,5,7].

The task entitled ‘Thief’ was noted as very useful [1] and that more case studies should be included [11].  It was suggested [6,7] that the cases presented in the module should relate more specifically to the secondary sector as the cases used in unit 3 are from the primary sector and apply to the teaching of younger children.  It was considered that this unit supports the ideas and philosophy underpinning the new curriculum (to be introduced in schools in 2005) [12].  However it was perceived that some of the content of unit 3 advocated an idealised view of the classroom rather than what was realistic in schools [4, 11].  An example provided related to the length of lessons [4].  Unit 3 advocates teaching beyond the planned 45 minutes whereby ‘teachers go for more knowledge, which would be helpful for children’s examinations’.  The participant considered that although this often happened in schools ‘it was not good for children’s health’ and is ‘unmoral, not ideal’ and so should not be promoted [4].  The cases chosen for this unit were considered ‘strange’ and ‘too extreme’ [6, 7].  While the idea of having cases in the materials was perceived as good, the examples used were ‘unimaginable, alarming’ [7].  What this participant [7] would like to see in the materials are more positive cases which teachers could learn a lot from.  Another [6] considered the case studies could be either positive or negative but the existing cases ‘were extreme, too far from reality’.  There is also a section about parents’ rights in education and this material was considered not to be relevant to the Chinese context [1].  The points raised in the unit regarding moral and ethical issues had produced ‘interesting and useful’ discussion on the forum [11].  It was claimed that ‘several of the participants have contributed some inspiring messages in this area’ [11].

‘Time’ - in relation to studying and tasks

The flexibility and convenience of e-learning was recognised as advantageous and appreciated by these in-service teachers [2, 4, 11].  It was evident that some participants had found it difficult to manage their study time with their workload pressures and classroom demands [4, 8].  It was claimed that there was not sufficient time to study the materials and a longer timeframe for the material covered in the trial pilot of 3 months would have been preferable to the 2 months offered i.e. one month per unit [5, 12].  It was suggested that a time schedule should accompany the materials as a form of support and guidance indicating what should be done and when [4, 7].  However, one participant [5] who was unfamiliar with the technology and the workings of WebCL considered that it would have been difficult to keep to a given schedule at the beginning of the pilot period due to her own inexperience and she would prefer the freedom of working at her own pace [5].  However now she is more familiar with how WebCL works she also would appreciate the guidance of a time schedule which she perceives would be ‘more helpful’ [5, 7= same view]. 

Many participants [2,3,4,6,11] claimed that they did not adhere to or pay any attention to the timings recommended for tasks.  Instead they worked on tasks according to their own individual interests.  Some indicated that they spent more time on particular modules due to such personal preferences (for example 2 = Educational Technology, 5 = Educational Psychology).  Further it was suggested [5] that the recommended times are of ‘no real use’ as teachers do not have large blocks of time to study so it is difficult to match the recommended times as teachers are not able to complete a task all in one go.  An explanation which illustrates the reality of the teachers’ situation was offered by one participant [12]:

‘if {teachers} can sit down for a given period and work through the material at one go then the timing is OK, but when they have to sit down, start the machine, get logged on etc, this all takes extra time.  The time they have for the study is limited, perhaps half an hour and once they have logged into WebCL, there is not much time left.  They often have to go back and remind themselves of what they were learning before, before they are able to move on to new things’. [12] 

Regarding the timing on tasks for the various modules the following points were specified by participants:

Educational technology

Not enough time to complete unit 6.  If all that was required was reading then the suggested time would be sufficient, but there was not enough time to engage in reflection and then write down those reflections [1].

Educational Psychology

Recommended time is sufficient as the content is more familiar to the participant and he has met and contemplated the issues already [1].

Modern Pedagogy

Timings suggested for tasks were about right [1].  The time allocation for the suggested reading in Learning Section 3 was underestimated and much more time is required to read this [7]. 

The Discussion forum and collaborative learning

General and module forums

Observation of the forum activity clearly demonstrates that many of the participants engaged in formal and informal dialogue, which is still continuing between some participants at the time of writing.  To begin with this form of communication was new for the participants (all of them?).  One participant explained how initially she did not understand the purpose of the course or its focus on collaboration, though the reasons became more apparent to her as the pilot progressed [3].  She persevered and made many postings as a result of her growing interest and understanding [3].  The fear of ‘loss of face’ was raised by participants in some interviews.  It was considered that the forum overcomes the embarrassment that one might experience when communicating in a face-to-face situation due to the ‘anonymity’ of its nature [2].  

‘To go with further of aspect to, embarrassment, in China we pay a lot of attention to the face, lost face. So on the forum discussion there are contributions to the forum, it is very critical, it is very open, no one was so concerned about it’. [2]

‘At first I felt nervous at the beginning, I had the skills to use the forum, but as I had to face the other participants I felt nervous, because I was worried what people would think if I told the truth. There was not 100% truth telling on the forum anyway, people are not necessarily saying what they believe’. [11]

Another [9] however perceived that there was no difference because it was still apparent who was communicating by user-name identification.   It was claimed that the medium of the forum enabled participants to be ‘open’ and ‘direct’ [5].  Some participants felt more confident and able to contribute to the forum discussion than they would have done in a face-to-face session, where they perceive they would usually (and it would be expected of them to) just ‘listen’ [3, 5].   Collaboration also depended on the cooperation and interests of other participants [6]. 

Group discussion

The participants were placed randomly into eight groups of four people at the beginning of the pilot and it was requested that they work together on designated parts of the formal assignment requirements.  Discussion in small groups however was reported by some participants as being not particularly productive.  One participant [1] claimed he was in a ‘not very active group’ with a ‘not very active group leader’ and it was de-motivating for him when other participants did not respond to his postings.  He continued to contribute nonetheless, hoping to encourage the others and also to learn more himself about learner collaboration.

Several ‘hot topics’ were posted to the forum and ‘intensive’ discussion pursued among some of the participants [2, 10].  Some participants found the ‘intensive interaction’ extremely ‘inspiring’ and when asked directly felt that a learning community had been established as teachers engaged in dialogue with each other and with the e-tutor.’ [1, 2].  The ease by which massages could be posted and ideas shared and developed using this medium was found to be favourable [4].  Some topics were considered ‘self-evident’ and had produced ‘artificial arguments’

The forum tasks were described as ‘stimulating’ [12] and participants were both ‘encouraged’ and ‘motivated’ by the responses from e-tutors whose comments purportedly enabled them ‘to think deeper and broader’ than did the comments of other participants which were described as ‘more social rather than academic’ [1].  Comments made by the e-tutors were described as ‘more epistemologically facilitating’ (knowledge building) [1].  Another participant considered that the participants tended to ‘complain’ about educational issues and problems rather than find ways among themselves to resolve them [4, 5].  One participant perceived the e-tutor as a ‘co-learner’ and claimed it was not always possible to distinguish ‘who is who’ in the discussions.  However, there was an expectation that the e-tutors comments would be ‘better’ and of ‘higher quality’ [2].

The role and support of the e-tutor 

When participants were asked about the nature of support required from tutors and whether this was perceived as adequate or appropriate invariably the participants would talk about the role they considered the e-tutor should play.  With the exception of three participants [1, 4, 11], where their perspectives regarding this issue are not explicated made or their opinions are absolutely clear, all the participants interviewed had expectations of the e-tutors in terms of anticipating that e-tutors would direct and guide forum discussions, summarise the discussions at different stages (part way through, at the end), moderate, facilitate and extend discussions with well-informed postings and provide examples of how participants can learn effectively online.  It was anticipated that there would be more interaction with e-tutors and greater e-tutor participation in the forum discussions.  

An example was provided when a particular tutor had actually closed-down a discussion by providing an ‘answer’ and nothing more could then be contributed to the topic [2].  It was considered that it was the responsibility of the e-tutor to moderate discussions and steer the discussion back to the main issues when participants deviated significantly from the topic.  While, for example, one participant [6] was not averse to the idea that students themselves could perform some of the aforementioned roles nonetheless he considered that e-tutors should encourage students to contribute to the forum from ‘different angles’.  One participant [8], while recounting that there was insufficient support given from e-tutors, recognised that they had other roles and commitments (e.g. face to face teaching) and this was indeed a pilot.

Participants who had received written feedback from e-tutors on their assignments were ‘inspired’ by their comments and were also ‘encouraged’ when e-tutors responded specifically to their forum postings [e.g. 5].

Assessment

How the participants would be assessed for the trial pilot was not clear at the outset [1] and details regarding the form of assessment were preferred at the beginning [6].   The assessment for the trial pilot participants was developed after the pilot began and details uploaded to the platform on 15th October.  Different forms of assessment were required by the e-tutors and included individual essays, the completion of tasks/questions requiring short descriptive answers or gaps to be filled, and an element of teamwork through collaboration on the group work.  E-tutors also uploaded their respective assignments to different parts of WebCL.  Two participants suggested that the assessment ‘reminded’ them of what they needed to do [6, 7] while two others did not heed to the requirements [4, 5]; either by not carefully reading the assessment details through [4] or paying little attention to assessment [5].  
Participants considered that it was not impossible to access the quality of the online forum discussion [6] so the e-tutor should accompany the whole discussion process although it was acknowledged that it would be difficult to make an objective assessment [2].  One suggestion was that e-tutors should star-rate the postings, but when prompted to explain this further he was unclear about how this could be done in practice [8]   Clear criteria for standards were called for as was the transparency of the assessment process [8].  

Some participants stated that they would have liked reminders or prompts from e-tutors about submitting assignments [3].  This facility is available in WebCL but could only be used by one of the e-tutors.  Participants indicated that where feedback had been received, they found the comments ‘useful’, ‘encouraging’ and ‘inspiring’ [1, 2].  Variation on the types of comments to participants from the e-tutors were noted by participants as both detailed written feed back and bullet points were used – greater consistency between e-tutors was suggested [3].

It was considered by one participant [12] that the assessment requirements of each of the tutors for the trial pilot period resulted in a heavy workload overall:  

‘If they must complete all what the tutor asks them to do, it will be a very heavy workload and they would not only have to read the content, but lots of other materials as well and follow the messages in the forums. This is a lot, they cannot complete this’. [12]

Reflection and reflective practice

The notion of reflecting on professional practice appears to have been well-received by all the participants interviewed.  They all appeared to find the methodology favourable and thought it was good for their current needs given the educational reforms currently taking place in China.  It was considered that it provided busy teachers with the opportunity to reflect on their professional practice [1].  Reflection however was claimed to be ‘very different’ and ‘unfamiliar’ approach.  One participant [3] who acknowledged not knowing how to reflect commented: 

‘…What does it mean?  How to reflect what it means in real life?  Then I can do better reflective essays?’ [3].  
Reflection has purportedly enabled participants in different ways: one participant [4] explained that she can apply whatever has been learned through reflection into practice with immediate effect; another explained how studying the materials and reflecting on his practice had changed his approach and attitudes to his own daughter and as well as his students and he claimed to now more tolerant of their failings and considers learning from their perspectives more rather than his own perspective [8]; for another, the content of the materials and reflection on her own professional experience has not only influenced her own classroom instruction, but also her political activities [5 - member of political consultation committee at provisional level].

All participants described the various ways in which they have reflected.  These includes thinking alone, discussing ideas with other participants on the forums, writing down on paper or using the WebCL Blog, saving separately to Chinese Blog [1], keeping notes when away from the computer.  Some teachers appear to engage in all of these activities while others just one or two.

One participant [11] stated that the requirement to reflect was asked too many times during the units and greater reflection would be achieved if this activity was called for at the end of each unit. 

Additional points raised by the participants

Induction – face to face session 

Participants’ reflections regarding the induction to the pilot are recorded in their journals and this data will be available at a later date.  Some participants did however make some comments about the usefulness of the introductory sessions.  It was suggested that participants practiced collaborating on the forum during these sessions [1, 3].  Some of the small group discussion had not functioned as fruitfully as anticipated.  It was suggested that this might be because students were randomly allocated to small groups of four people and knew little about their fellow group members [3].  It was advocated that more productive group discussion was likely if students had the opportunity to develop a relationship during the induction and also the importance of the group leader’s role was noted [3].  Teachers had different levels of ICT skills [4,5] and for beginners the introduction to WebCL was ‘far from enough’ as ‘computer application is very difficult since most are senior colleagues and are 30-50 years old and have not learned computers before’ [3].  

Multi-media

There were some technical problems with video clips which could not be opened [1].   Also teachers studied at their school, on campus and from home and the speed of connections to the internet from their homes was slow and so opening audio and video materials was very difficult [3, 7].  

It was suggested that forums should not be restricted to text alone, but there could be a facility whereby ‘pictures and sound’ could also be uploaded by students [6].

WebCL

It was suggested that a search engine be included in WebCL and the facility to jump through pages was also made available [1].

Key Issues for Consideration 

This section contains a synopsis of the key issues for consideration.

General to all three modules

· Learning outcomes – review the applicability for learners at the micro level (learning sections and individual tasks)

· Introduction to units – include video clip where the author of the units introduce themselves and their unit

· Case studies – the inclusion of more case study material that is relevant to the teaching profession

· The development of database(s) - which is compiled by the participants and where case studies can be stored

· The inclusion of more multi-media applications, but take into consideration the users’ restrictions to high speed access

· Timing of tasks is reviewed to ensure that participants have sufficient time to reflect and write comments as well as reading the material

Educational Technology (unit 6)

· Consider providing more concrete examples which investigate how to use ICT and integrate in classroom practice rather than whether to, as the unit was considered to be not practical enough

· Ease of a learning task - user found the development of a learning object to be difficult because of her limited ICT skills and heavy workload

· Content - user perceived the three levels of ICT integration offered as being too high

· The conceptualisation of educational technology in the unit – is it not perceived as being broad enough

· The relevance to the new curriculum – user perceived unit as not supporting the philosophy of the new curriculum

Educational Psychology (unit 3)

· The subject matter (Nature and Nurture) is very familiar to teachers – can this material be presented from a different perspective?  Review the approach to presenting the content.  

· Consider changing emphasis from theoretical psychological issues placing more emphasis on their practical application in the classroom 

· Reconsider practical relevance of using ‘rabbit and mouse’ as example for this particular task for the teaching profession

· Include more relevant classroom focused case studies in this unit – case studies used should also relate specifically to the secondary schools 

· A request was made for material relating to motivating students to learn – is this topic covered elsewhere in the module? If not, should it be covered?

· A request for linear presentation of materials.  How has this unit been presented on the WebCL platform?  Is its presentation consistent with other units piloted? How should this issue be addressed and what are the implications for all units/modules?

Modern Pedagogy (unit 3)

· Content - consider advocating teaching beyond the time of a planned lesson (longer than 45 minutes)

· Case studies – the inclusion of more case study material 

· Use cases applicable to secondary sector rather than primary

· Cases should be less extreme, more realistic, both positive and negative examples provided

· Reconsider applicability to Chinese context of the section relating to parents’ rights and involvement in education

e-Tutors

· Training - should be provided and should include how to facilitate, promote and extend further discussion and interaction

· Familiarity with terminology to facilitate productive interaction with students

· To learn how to steer discussions back to main topic focus, whilst not closing down discussion prematurely 

Assessment

· Volume of formal assignments given by individual tutors needs to be moderated so that students are not overloaded with formal assessment

· Assignment requirements should be housed in one discrete area on WebCL

· The criteria by which assignments should be judged should be explicit and transparent

· If forum discussion is to be included as part of the assessment then ground rules need to be established and made transparent

· Deadlines for submissions should be clear with reminders sent automatically to students.  Alternatively strict deadlines should be set, communicated to students, and strictly adhered to from the outset of each unit.  Or both?
· Greater consistency between e-tutors of feedback

Reflection

· Participants are introduced to the practice of reflection and critical analysis in a formal way at the beginning of the programme.  Participants should be provided with details of what it entails, its purpose, etc.  Without this participants will develop a narrow view and confuse reflection with merely reading the comments of other participants on the forum or/and simply thinking about one’s own work. 

· The requirement to reflect is asked many times and somewhat sporadically throughout the units.  Greater reflection might be achieved if this activity was called for at the end of each unit. 

Induction – face-to-face introduction to the modules/programme

· Consider the management of participants’ expectations – i.e. so there is a clear and shared view of the roles and responsibilities of the learner and the roles and responsibilities (and function of) the e-tutor

· A differentiation between those who are familiar and confident with using ICT and those who have fewer skills and/or are less confident, so that individual needs can be identified and addressed accordingly

· Participants should ‘practice’ using the forum and engaging in online collaboration

Concluding Comments

The research reported in this document has explored the perceptions and experiences of the participants who trialled the learning materials with the ultimate aim of enabling those involved in materials design, development and production to gain a more comprehensive understanding of their appropriateness and effectiveness from the users’ perspective.  We gratefully acknowledge the co-operation of the thirty-two participants and the contributions made by the twelve interviewees who assisted our enquiry.  We also acknowledge the pivotal role played by Professor Zou Kaihuang in the trial pilot process and the ensuing research.  Any comments or queries regarding the content of this report should be directed to:

Dr Gill Forrester (gillian.forrester@manchester.ac.uk) 
� Also available from MoE website: http://www.moe.edu.cn/


� http://www.dslforum.org


� College English test band 4 & 6 – English level test for undergraduates of subject other than English: band 4 is for second year student and band 6 to take before graduation. 


Professional English test band 4 & 8, - English level test for undergraduates of English subject; band 4 for second year student, band 8 for last year students.


� Intel Teach to the Future, a program launched in January 2000, is a worldwide effort to help teachers integrate technology into instruction and enhance student learning. (http://www.intel.com/community/china/education.htm)





� We were surprised to discover that none of these teachers had the necessary English to read any of the support materials, but accepted the reality of this situation.





�Not sure the induction was ever meant to do this, or could have done it in the short time it had with them. 


�Do we need to remind the reader that this was an issue for the pilot, delvered in English for our benefit,  rather than the units themselves


�Is this view representative of all e-tutors, some or one or two? It sounds more defintive than I recall from the data.
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