Introduction

Good Afternoon,

I’d like to thank you all for coming along today, my name is Lachlan Mess and I am the Project Manager at Southern Institute of Technology for Multimedia Distance Learning.  Before I continue I would like to say that I’m happy to take questions at the end of this presentation and that a copy of this presentation will also be available on the e-Fest website.

My presentation today will – hopefully - provide you all with some insight into our project at SIT; which is to develop and deliver high quality distance learning programmes to students, using Internet based resources, TV programming, which we develop with the help of Southland TV Channel 90 and traditional hard copy content, and how all of these things fit together. 

1. e-Learning Plan

The development of an e-learning plan came from the strategic direction set down at SIT by the CEO and the SIT Council, as we at SIT evaluated how we can best match our capabilities to achieve the goals of the New Zealand Governments Tertiary Education Strategy, particularly in areas of:

· Strengthening systems capability and quality by endeavouring to meet diverse learner needs

· Providing equity of access and opportunity for all learners, and

· Improving stair-casing within tertiary education

We felt we can best improve our capability to achieve in these areas by: 

· Increasing the flexibility for students 

· Enhance learning options for our students. This doesn’t necessarily mean more programme offerings

· Repackaging some of the programmes that we currently offer 

· Include access to part time offerings

· We also planned to offer education to a wider market 

In the latter case Southland covers a large geographic region and we want to be able to reach all corners of it. 

We want to make e-learning more interactive and take advantage of new technologies – provide alternatives to correspondence learning and blend together separate modes of delivery to create a truly satisfying experience for the student. A key part of this strategy is the establishment of a central e-learning centre, where we can work directly with faculty members in the development of programmes for distance delivery. We believe that there are a number of imperatives underpinning our approach to distance delivery, these include:

· Ensuring that the requirements specified in our Quality Management System for programme management and delivery are met

· And for the specific issues relating to distance learning modes: 

· That students have access to course specific information regarding the awarding institution, course access and content, programme facilitator contact details and assessment methods, weightings and procedures

· That the student material delivery and support systems we employ are secure and robust and that we have contingency planning for systems breakdown or malfunction

· That students are aware of the nature of autonomous study, that there will be support available for them, albeit outside a normal classroom environment

· That students have access to appropriately qualified and well trained subject facilitators and that the students have a clear understanding of when the facilitators will be hosting online tutorials or answering e-mails

· That students have a forum to interact and engage in discussion with other distance students

2. Milestones Set and Achieved

I was appointed to this position in June last year, when I arrived there was a clear goal. We were going to have one academic programme running by the end of 2003. This was achieved and we’ll have our first graduates next year. SIT also planned to offer three academic programmes in different subject areas at the beginning of 2004; we already had one, the Diploma in Tourism and Hotel Management. We also worked with developers on the content and design of two new programmes; Diploma in Digital Film and Certificate in Sports Training and Development. I think it is important to state that all of these programmes staircase or cross credit into higher level qualifications that SIT already offer. 

Looking into the future we are working on the development of approximately an additional 15 – 20 academic programmes that will in some part be offered during 2005, by distance modes.

We consider our development process to be cost effective. Without impinging on academic quality SIT always seeks efficiencies in its development of delivery materials, which is currently a two-stage process. We work with content developers who write up materials based on the course prescription and then pass those materials on to an instructional designer, who then wave their magic wand and work a consistent theme and style through all of our programmes.

The next step for SIT is to develop more multimedia content for the web and our Blackboard site and also for CD-ROM distribution.

The other consideration that we do have is the development of appropriate TV content for all academic programmes that we develop. This is often proportional to the length of the programme of study, i.e. a two-year Level 6 Diploma will have considerably more TV programming assigned to it than a twelve-week certificate. How much content we can develop for television is sometimes dependant on the academic course content, some courses are by there nature more TV friendly. For the first semester of the Diploma in Tourism and Hotel Management we wanted to generate 40 * 24 minute TV programmes – which we did. These were predominantly interviews with appropriate individuals based in the Television studio. We now move out of the studio as much as possible as this improves the feel of the TV programming considerably.

Our experience in these areas has identified three critical success factors:

· Clearly defined and followed project goals and milestones are crucial

· Allow buffers – despite careful consideration of the projects there will be unexpected events, plan contingencies

· Involve subject area experts from the beginning of the project, they know what will and what will not work by distance

3. Curriculum Development Plans and Achievements

As stated in my introduction, SIT has a central area for the production of distance learning materials. We work primarily on two types of distance development.

· New Programmes

These are qualifications that aren’t taught on site at SIT, and will only be delivered by distance. The rationale for these courses is based on four factors

· That the new programmes to be offered by distance staircase into higher level qualifications offered on site at SIT

· That the new programmes offered by distance provide an extension of existing on site qualification, for example we offer the Diploma in Digital Film as a distance qualification. We have a paper in that qualification that is attractive to the Bachelor of Digital Media students, so those Bachelor students can enrol in the distance paper of interest

· Where there is demonstrable market demand. Our Diploma in Tourism and Hotel Management staircases into our Bachelor of Hotel Management but it also provides professional development opportunities to hotel or resort staff in Queenstown and Central Otago.

· The feasibility of managing the programme at a distance

-

The second type of development that we are responsible for is adapting or changing an existing programme

· This development is primarily undertaken where there is support from onsite tutors and faculty staff to have part of their programme delivered by distance. The students can then progress their study on site at SIT’s campus.

Our experience has proven three critical success factors:

· Good content developers are essential, they also need to have the skills to develop quality assessment packages that are valid for distance learning

· Instructional design expertise is essential

· The development of a consistent house style – all Institutional content should look and feel the same

4. Challenges

Southern Institute of Technology’s e-learning plan aimed to centralise the development of e-learning resources at SIT. This approach seemed to be the most logical and pragmatic way of managing the production, publication and delivery of consistent and high quality student materials.

Developing systems appropriate for development and delivery of e-learning. Some of these systems are fundamental, for example:

· Successfully enrolling and withdrawing students, given that all of the traditional enrolment systems at SIT were reliant on the student being present. We had to work through those issues. 

· Once the student is enrolled, then what? We need to deliver all student-learning resources with clear instructions on how everything will work for them before the programme of study begins.  In our first semester in 2003 we provided our distance students with very clear, or so we thought, written instructions for logging into Blackboard – I think they all rang up, not having understood our foolproof directions. Perhaps this proves that every time you idiot proof something God makes a better idiot.

· We need to provide a supportive and healthy learning environment.

Some issues were more complex, for example:

· The development of student learning resources – who would be responsible of the development and how do we secure the appropriate skills. We are committed to developing quality e-learning materials with robust systems to check, recheck and revise are critical.

· Dealing with student management issues when the students are off campus also provides unique challenges. We must keep in contact with the students to provide advice and encouragement; however there needs to be a balance – sometimes it can be a fine line. This contact is critical though, in ensuring motivation from the student, particularly in the first week of the course. For the student to ultimately be successful it is essential that the student is engaged in the programme. Our experience is that once the students are settled in the programme there can be a tremendous amount of goodwill, a colleague and I were invited to come and stay with one of our students while in Wellington.

· Our focus in the short term to is to successfully manage the growth of our distance learning area, our analysis indicates that there will be five critical success factors:

· Achieving our objectives under the Tertiary Education Strategy.

· Flexible systems – as a new area at SIT we have to be prepared to respond quickly to changes as they occur.

· Communication, both internal and external. Internally. Communication both up and down the ladder is vital; we have had tremendous support from Management level to date. Externally we need to engage with our stakeholders, students and industry.

· Role clarification; as a new area we are still developing capacity so it is very important that we identify roles required and when to fill them – just before the camels back breaks is always good.

· Developing organisational capability of mixed mode delivery and ensuring quality management.

Our experience:

· A very thorough student handbook that clarifies lines of communication and procedural issues

· Allow provision to communicate with students in more than one way

· Expect the unexpected 

TV Specific

For the past 14 months we have had an arrangement with Southland TV to produce television content for us. SIT is proud to be involved in the production of regional television that is accessible nationwide. We have worked through significant issues in that period with our partners at Southland TV, these have included:

-
Budget constraints, we need to be creative in our production

- 
Time constraints, initially we were short on content and wanted to build a library of material as quickly as possible

· Production of quality educational materials that are of value to our students and of interest to a wider audience.

Working with Southland TV has raised some unexpected challenges:

- 
Relationship building; this took time we needed to identify roles at both SIT and Southland TV, and then establish lines of communication and responsibility within each organisation.

· SIT and Southland TV both have very different cultures and work environments, there are vast differences between TV land and the workings of a polytechnic. For example our development timeframes are quite different, we work semester-by-semester, year-by-year. Whereas STV work to deadlines based around getting content to air.

· SIT must ensure that the TV programmes that we are responsible for are effective. That they have links to academic courses that are relevant and that it is understood that this can sometimes be a process of experimentation and that we need to strike a balance between the actual academic content of the TV programming and the appearance of the programming, because after all TV is a visual medium. It is not hard to make a very boring educational TV programme.

Our experience while developing TV programming has been:

· You need a very good contract with any outside party. The contract must specify responsibilities and provides a structure to build on

· Be patient, trust the creative process...and carry a big stick

5. Integration of the Blackboard Learning Management System and TV

Given that we have three different methods of reaching our students we need to strike a balance of programme content delivery. We have had to focus on the quality of our Blackboard content and also on our hardcopy delivery material. The TV programming does play a strong supporting role but at present it is an optional programme component. SIT is able to provide a real life insight into the industry that the qualification leads to. 

Distance study has the potential to isolate individual students; the three methods of delivery that we employ aim to bring the course into the student’s home, encourage interaction and promote retention and success. Blackboard is an important tool, while it can be a vehicle for dumping course content we want to push the capability and functionality of Blackboard to minimise as much as possible the difference between on site and distance delivery.

Our experience:

· High quality student materials are vital

· Communication is fundamental in engaging and retaining your students

Conclusion

SIT could have approached this project in a speculative manner, and in effect flown a technology kite to see which way the e-learning breeze was going to blow us. However, we have not done that – our efforts have been aimed at meeting the requirements of the Tertiary Education Strategy, the Institutes Strategy and our own internal Quality Management Systems.

We have carefully mapped out a development plan with the ingredients of carefully planned product offerings, the development of strong systems and the development of excellent multimedia resources in order to achieve some very clear goals.

The results to this point are an over achievement of our EFTS targets for 2004 and an enhanced range of offerings for 2005 give us confidence that the development of mixed mode delivery will add value to our students studies and to SIT’s capabilities for the foreseeable future.

Thank you all for attending this afternoon’s session.
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