Response to the Ufi document:

Transforming Learning: Changing Lives

Working through learndirect to expand the learning market.

Strategic Plan for consultation 2002 – 2005.

The Association for College Management is the professional association and trade union for  managers in the learning and skills sector.   The Association is pleased to respond to this important consultation.  The response that follows is based on the views of our members – college managers who have substantial experience in stimulating and responding to the demand for learning.

ACM and UfI

The Association is  pleased to count itself  as a partner of Ufi, and looks forward to signing our memorandum of understanding at the forthcoming ACM debate in February 2002.   That MOU identifies our shared area of work, in the first instance,  as collaboration on around achieveing the national basic skills targets. 

The Building Blocks

UfI is one organisation, an important one, in the learning and skills community.  It would be helpful if the plan were to clarify UfI’s strategic position on that landscape in relation to other organisations. We would agree that partnership and collaborative working are essential to the strategy and delivery of UfI. In this regard, colleges are unique partners of UfI, essential to successful delivery.

The UfI brand 

We are supportive of the organisation’s determination to improve brand awareness, and support the challenging targets that UfI has set itself.  We feel that from the outset UfI has had difficulty establishing  a clear identity for itself.  This has been due in part to the directive for UfI to diffuse itself widely in order to perform a variety of (to the outsider) ill-defined functions. UfI’s identity has never taken root either as a physically defined and located organisation, or as an organisation with three or four clear, well communicated  functions.  

We fully understand the reasons for the development and marketing of the learndirect brand.  However we are unconvinced that outside of the organisation  there is as yet a sufficiently clear distinction between the Ufi brand and the learndirect brand. Indeed we consider that the double branding of the organisation to be the cause of some confusion. Are there convincing arguments for the retention of both brands?

Cutting Edge Technology 

The strategic plan appears to aim to create a learndirect presence on every front of new technology including  home pcs, home entertainment systems, satellite delivery to learning centres, personal digital assistants  and mobile phones.  We are unconvinced of the wisdom of this and are concerned that  it will diffuse learndirect’s identity still further, and render it yet more nebulous.  Being responsive does not mean being omnipresent.  Customers do not go to John Lewis for kitchen equipment because of its universal accessibility. They go because the product is excellent, they trust the brand, because the store environment is conducive to what they want to achieve;  and, yes, because it is fairly accessible.    We are cautious about the idea that the way to reach locked out learners is to have them bump into offers of learning whenever they engage with a piece of technology.  If potential learners are motivated, interested, attracted by the product then more limited technological availability may be sufficient.  Certainly we would suggest than being overambitious in this regard could lead to a wide range of actitivity, but perhaps activity that is less than satisfactory.   A less technologically ambitious programme delivered to excellent standards is preferable. Such an approach should enable the organisation to develop a sharper focus.  We do not underestimate the scale of the task of reaching locked out learners.  But the key is to motivate, interest and attract learners into a learning context that is emotionally comfortable;   it would be a mistake to imagine that omni presence in the technology is, in itself, a strategy that will address that challenge.

This is not to suggest that technology enhanced learning does not have a vital part to play in reaching more learners.  It does.  It lends status, confidence, and modernity to the experience.  But if UfI ties itself to all of these evolving technologies its image in people’s minds will be that the organisation is like their perception of the technologies themselves, nebulous, uncertain and changing.   Thus rather than seeking to be on the front edge of every technical innovation, we would advise UfI  to establish a strong brand image for delivery of high quality and defined learning opportunities  through (say)  learning centres and remote pcs, including pcs in local authority libraries.

Reaching Learners with Disabilities 

The list of partners and stakeholders does not appear to include any

organisation which specifically represents people with disabilities. The Techdis wing of the JISC is one that Ufi might be looking to for advice on how to make their user interface more accessible to users with disabilities. 

Learn Direct could for example, be opening up learning opportunities to visually impaired people, but its current web site design is inappropriate  in terms of accessibility, as is the design of much of the learning material on the site. A recent Mencap survey of web sites gave Learn Direct a low rating.  It might be useful for Ufi to take advice from specialist learning materials designers on these issues, or to refer to the guidelines for materials development which have been published by the National Learning Network (NLN).

Student Success 

The strategic plan makes no reference to student achievement. We accept that initial sign-up, retention and completion are important – indeed the sine qua non of achievement.  But they are not the same thing as, or a substitute for, achievement, and the omission of this is a serious gap in the strategic plan.  We would like to see clear definitions of achievement, and appropriate targets.

A Model of E-Learning.

We are sceptical of the paradigm that suggests two types of learning:  e-learning and ‘traditional’ or ‘ordinary’ learning.  In our view it is more helpful to consider a spectrum of  technology enhanced or technology supported learning.  Technology may play a modest role in learning, or  -  at the other end of the spectrum – it may be the chief characteristic of how learning takes place.  And every point in between those poles.  The concept of different degrees of technology assisted learning is helpful in thinking about how to create learning opportunities which closely match the needs – intellectual, practical and emotional – of individual learners.  To think in terms of an opposition between e-learning on the one hand and ‘traditional’ learning on the other constrains the thinking behind the development of learning opportunities.

Quality

The unique identity of UfI requires a tailor made quality framework and we hope this will be forthcoming in the near future.  We would also be pleased to offer support, comment and debate on this development.

UfI’s mission is hugely ambitious.  In the context of such an ambitious programme it is important to bear in mind the centrality of basic systems.   In the course of seeking comment from members on Ufi’s strategic plan, two issues in particular drew comment from colleagues.  We were asked  to stress the importance of a communications strategy and operational communications (including website design) to an organisation of UfI’s nature.  We were also asked to query progress towards the ‘managed learning environment’ system for tracking various dimensions of learner activity, as this it seems has been long promised but not yet delivered.  

We feel that these last points emphasise our hope that with such a massive agenda UfI will establish defined and  realistic  priorities within a clear time frame.

Lastly this organisation strongly supports UfI, its values and its mission.  We hope to work closely in the future on a range of issues, and offer our on going support and enthusiasm to the work of the organisation. 

Nadine Cartner

Education Officer 

