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A specification for the setting up of a learning environment.

The rationale for the creation of an online learning infrastructure is clearly multi-faceted.
Infrastructure suggests connections, detail and possibly a fixed topology, but is this
reasonable within the context of teaching and learning?

The infrastructure within Wolverhampton is complex. It has a large estate with multi campus
cultures and traditions. The delivery mechanisms are based on a modular approach, often with
multiple iterations, and there is a high percentage of mature and part-time students.
Consistency of approach to delivery is paramount, but very few flexible learning
environments existed. It was from this premise that our bespoke solution, WOLF, was
developed — answering a need to embark upon a radical appraisal of all learning and teaching
aspects.

WOLF is primarily designed to SUPPORT existing delivery mechanisms and not replace

- them. It is for this reason that the configuration of WOLF is primarily for on site use. This is
particularly important when high bandwidth materials such as video and audio streaming are
used.

The availability of technological environments within the University enabled rapid progress
to be made, i.e. multi-site delivery required streaming media, which used the fast broadband

campus technology already in existence.

The major concerns locally were the nature of existing legacy systems within the University
and their interaction with any new major application or technology. Whilst student
administration was not considered to be the major driver, the consequences of ad hoc imports
from student records, finance and personnel would have been a severe impediment to
progress. The task group at Wolverhampton considered that the major driver for a learner
supported technology environment must be within the pedagogy, not driven by the
technology, although the hardware platform was assumed to be available and at the required
level of interactivity.

Al the simplest level we needed to consider the process model, adapted from a previous
model developed at the ALT Conference 1999,



Technolagy = Corg mated als
L
A hecnss Lo alher resaunces
e . _'_'_'___,_,—o-'
" A . T
i Leaming Mmsources
)  ae
n —_—
X
z
B Cuslomised resaurces
i

[osiresd nagotiated
s 5,
AURCAMEs p Acthilies ———p  Assosses ulcomas

iKnT;LTi: ﬁr:l?:;fmm. (Procass and cutpuls)

* phis is the first ssuee with both staff and stedenty, The acnvities are then developed as o consequence af the
omtcomes, Learning resource development does net starf with the technelogy.

Higher education, like other sectors of society, has undergone a technological revolution.
Taday's students often arrive at college or university with considerable experience of
computer use. As well as the university library, they want access to the resources of the
Internet and World Wide Web. They communicale using email, electronic chat rooms and
personal Web pages. They are expected to word process their assignments and may well be
familiar with spreadsheets, databases, desk top publishing and presentation software, either
from school or from work experience. Rising participation in higher education, especially
among non-traditional students, has placed a new emphasis on individual needs and learning
styles at a time when classes are actually growing larger,

In line with these changes and expectations Wolverhampton, via a research project called
BroadNet (an advanced technology infrastructure to support SMEs in the black country),
identified the ability and opportunity to utilise this same platform te deliver training, learning
and teaching to the core BroadNet members (SMEs) and the wider University. The initial
developments were focused on learners studying largely in isolation, with off site delivery of
material via a web browser. Initially, interaction between tutors and students was limited to
bulletin board systems. As it developed, academic staff were encouraged to suggest facilities
for the environment which they felt would enhance the learning experience for students.

The main driver, pedagogy and learning, has already been espoused, but is based on the need
to create a shift away from the ‘transmission’ model of lecture-based courses to one where
students take greater responsibility for their learning, i.e. independent, self-directed learning,
However, lectures do have a role in motivating students and maintaining a sense of common
purpose, and increasingly, lecturers are deployving student-centred activities that encourage
them to reflect on the lecture content and provide the opportunity to refresh their
concentration.

Online Learning

Implementing an online learning environment should not be a daunting challenge. However,
the planning process for a full-scale implementation involved not only decisions about
technology and infrastructure, but financial models, curriculum design and assessment, all of
which required lengthy reviews and input.

Technology based learning is NOT just putting the lecturer in the machines. Learning is about
retention — we needed robust mental models and the infrastructure to support such models.

Too many IT based learning systems focused on the technology being able to do ‘clever’
things! Whilst this was a requirement, it was an assumption for WOLF, and a basic tenet for
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developing a bespoke platform. We were clear within Schools that the simple transfer of
teaching and learning to a computer in a form already used in the classroom, which then
expected magical improvements in learning, could only engender disappointroent at the

results.

Teaching and Learning Strategies

The emphasis within WOLF is on developing online support, independent motivation and
active facilitation NOT wholesale replacement of academic input. Biggs and Telfer (1987)
sugrest that the following kinds of teaching foster deep approaches:

* an appropriate motivational context
= a high degree of learning activity
» interaction with others, hoth peers and teachers

¢ and a well-structured knowledge base.

This is further reinforced by Laurillard {1993) who suggests a number of key aspects of
learning that can be used in any discussion about teaching strategies, These aspects are:

APPREHENDING STRUCTURE., Students construct meaning as they read, listen, act and
reflect on the subject content. However, as Laurillard points out "Meaning is given through
structure"(p3 1) and it is therefore essential that students are able to interpret the structure of
any discourse before they can construct the meaning that we have previously seen to be so
crucial to understanding. Students adopting the surface approach to learning would fail to do
this, as they focus on memorising a number of phrases and points for later repraduction.

INTEGRATING PARTS. Students need to be able to integrate the signs of knowledge such
as language, symbols and diagrams with what is signified by them.

ACTING ON THE WORLD. There are few teachers who attempt to teach without asking
students to do something, whether it be laboratory sessions or essay writing. Students are
asked to engage in some form of activity which, when integrated with other activities, assist

in understanding of content.

USING FEEDBACK. Actions such as those mentioned above are futile for student learning,
unless feedback on individual actions is available.

REFLECTING ON GOALS-ACTION-FEEDBACK. Learners interprel and understand
reality as they make links between cach of the above aspects by reflecting on the goals of
learming, actions taken, and the results of those actions.

It was on this basis that WOLF has developed, ‘it assumed the student to be a reflective
learner (Kolb eyele) and the emphasis with the technology is on facilitating the movement
around the cyele.

The development was based on identified and future, perceived and anticipated needs of all
the potential WOLF community — developers, students and those responsible for the

infrastrocture.



272

ICT Project
WOLF Functional Specification

System
WOLF Regulrements
Features VEi

Developers
Crverview Eﬂ!‘

cha -'fr?;"ﬁffi‘ LT wRre
(i - 1nfrasrmcwre

Surnmary Implications
aof
features

Enhancements
Feature
Functionality

Developments
Technical
Functionalicy

S Cevaloper
Wlf Uﬂi&fl"\’A’
Trainer Lzer
Suppert Staff

The last 2 rows are currently being developed and will feature as a separate entity

(zeneral Course Content

Teaching Materials are displayed in the main frame of the sereen to form the basic structure
of reference material for a module, The module notes are typically arranged in a hierarchical
structure with levels of module, units, sections, subsections and pages. Tools have been
developed to semi-automate converting existing word processed documents into WOLF
HTML pages. These tools help to speed up the creation of WOLF modules to enable
acadernics to focus on the pedagogy.

The inclusion of other media such as images, video, sound and animation within the notes is
possible in WOLF, adding topical interest to a screen of text,

Case Studies, Presentations and Activities

Case studies, real or fictitious, may be used to illustrate key topics, With the wealth of
mitterial available via the Interngt, embedding links to reliable external sites can make the
latest information pertinent to particular cases easily accessible from within the learning
environment.

Presentations consist of a sequence of screens, effectively a slide-show of material. The
student has controls to proceed through the slide-show at their own speed. Presentations may
include a voice-over soundirack to complement the content.

Using presentations can be an effective accompaniment to text based Notes, a useful recap of
lecture presentations, or a complement to certain aspects of the material which require more
detailed presentation.



Activities provide a way for the student to assess their own understanding of course material.
A number of formats are possible, including model answer, multiple choice, fill in the blank

and true/false guestions,

On submitting their answers, the students receive immediate on-screen feedback in the form
of suggested or correct answers, from which they may ascertain their progress within the

material.
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Tutoring and Mentoring Communication Tools

The WOLF interface is designed to be much more than a delivery mechanism for distributing
course notes to students, There are a range of tools built into the system to allow students to
get the maximum benefit from the online learning environment through communication,
collaboration and the posting of module-specific notices and events. A key part of any
learning program is discussion of topics in the subject area. Whether the discussion takes
place in a tutorial, over coffee or over the Internet, students should be encouraged to debate

key areas of their subject.
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To facilitate discussion several communication features have been incorporated into the
WOLF learming environment;

s Forum

¢ Chat

s Pager
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Clicking on the Tools optlon lists the available faclilitles. When salected the
toals appear In aither the maln window or In a separate pop-up window.

Forum

To enable discussion, the Forum allows students and staff to send messages which can be read
by anvone with access (o the module,

Forum users may respond to existing messages or create entirely new topics for discussion -
in this way the discussion evolves, Students can join in with the Forum discussions at any
point in time.

Messages remain in the Forum until an administrator removes them. With tutors menitoring
the discussion, debate can be guided to keep subjects relevant to the madule's progression.



Chat

Chat creates a live virtual’ mesting. When a user logs into Chat they see messages from other
users seconds after they are typed and sent. Chat messages are listed in order, the last message
sent appearing at the top of the list, Messages can be sent to all users or just o a participant
selected by name. Additional Chat areas can be created during a session, enabling small
groups of participants to move from the main Chat area to a topic specific Chat area.

Chat is 'live’ in nature, so messages are not saved - as soon as a user leaves the Chat area all
messages are lost from their view.

Pager

The pager facility enables anyone logged into the system to send a text message to another
user. The message will appear on the recipient's screen in a pop-up window. The pager is an
ideal tool for tutors to contact students with informal messages and can be used to good effect
to set up a live chat session.

E-mail Tutor

This tool enables stadents to e-mail a module mtor from within the learning environment. The
user and the tutor's e-mail addresses are automatically inserted and a default title 1s included.
If there is more than one tutor myvolved in the course the user may select the correct tator from

a drop down list,

If the student is involved in group work there are facilities to enable them to copy ('CC or
'‘BCC" the email message to other group members and the tutor.

E-mail Class

This option has been created to allow global emailing of the entire class.

Group Folder

The Group Folder is designed to be a repository for materials for the group. Bath students and
tutors can upload and download files within the Group Folder area. Materials uploaded can
only be removed by the person who uploaded them or a tulor. Generally tutors use the facility
to distribute notes, case studies and other printed materials.

Shared Bookmarks

The Shared Bookmarks facility enables anyone to upload a web page reference. When a new
link is added, the originators name is listed next to the link. This ensures that credit is given to
the person who has found the resource and that only suitable links are added.

Module Information Tools

To convey module related information to students, three features have been incorporated into
WOLE:

»  Events Calendar

+  Noticehoard

+  E-Minders
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Events Calendar
The Events Calendar appears in a new window with a single month in view. It displays date

specific information relating to the module, e.g. assignment deadlines, tutorial dates, and
scheduled examination dates. Selecting a highlighted date shows event details Tor that date,

MNoticehoard

This area is intended for general notices that are not time or date specific. The Noticeboard
function displays a list of notice titles, which are links to each full notice.

The Noticeboard 1s admimistered by course tutors.

E-Minders

The tutor can use this function (o remind students of specific events or important activities,
Students are also able to create these, which are effectively scheduled emails,
References

The references section is used to store information on relevant texts, web links and other
materials such as videos and CD-ROMs. Each type of reference media is stored in a separate

subsection with list iterns defined by course titors,

Each reference includes a short abstract.

Calculator

A standard caleulator with a full set of scientific functions is included in the learning
environment should caleulator functions be required by students for any maodule,

Learning Support — Search Options

The strength of the WOLF platform is the range of resource facilities which are built into the
environment. With options to search various online resources at the University of
Wolverhampton, students can access resources to support their studies without having to
leave the learning environment.

The Search menu provides the user with the following options for learning support:
=  University Library

«  Staff/Student Email

«  Staff Phonebook

. Who's Here

The Library search has a direct link to the OPAC system which, amongst other things, enables
students to locate material held by the library.

Linking directly to the University's website, students can search the student database for e-
mail addresses or the staff database for tutor e-mail addresses and daytime phone numbers.

Who's Here simply informs you who else is currently online in that module.
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User Support

Each student using WOLF has access to a number of tools which store customised
information to help them through their studies.

The information is held centrally in an individual student profile section on the WOLF server.
Students can therefore log in to WOLF from any computer and still have access to their own

specific mformation.
The following support tools are accessible from the My Folder menu:

+  Bookmarks
o Check Progress

s  Notepad

s Personal Diary
+  FEmail

¢ ToDao
Bookmarks

This allows students to electronically bookmark a page that they have found useful or
significant. The Bookmarks remain in the list until the student deletes them.

Check Progress

As students work through the course, a file is created which logs their access to the material.
Both students and tutors may view this file via the Check Progress option.

Each page is listed, with a marker indicating how many times they have viewed the individual
pages. There is also a percentage rating to indicate how much of the course material has been

viewed.
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Notepad

The Notepad is a simple text editor that enables students to type and save notes about material
as they work. Students can copy and paste text into the notepad from the content using
standard keyboard shorteuts, and annotate around these excerpts for context, if they wish.

Personal Diary

This 15 a personal version of the Events Calendar and is accessible by the student {rom all
WOLF modules. Users enter their own information into the diary which remains completely
private.

Email

The c-mail tool allows the nser to access their University e-matl account held on the
University mail server. E-mail messages are retained on the mail server, so students can
retrieve the message more than once, from different computers.

To Do

This is a basic ‘to do’ list which allows students to prioritise their workload by level of
importance, [l can be viewed by the student from any WOLF module.

Tutor Administration

The tutor administration tools enable course tutors to tailor and manage the functionality of
the WOLF lzarning environment specifically for their module.

These administration tools are only available if the user logzing in to WOLF is registered as a
Tutor on a maodule by the main module administrator (whe is assigned when the medule is
created).

Managing Course Information

The WOLF learning environment provides students with several course information features
in the Tools menu.

The tools to manage these are provided for tutors:
+  Events
»  Notices

o References

The Events calendar facility enables tutors to add, remove or update entries in the Events
section of the Tools menu available to students.

The Noticeboard option enables tutors to add new messages to the Noticeboard, Features
included are options to update existing notices and delete those which are no longer required.

The References administration tool enables tutors to add, remove and update the References
for the module. The update includes text based references and Internet web link references.
There are options to include extracts from references, and outline details of website content.
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Administering the Forum

The Eorum tool gives tutors administration access to the discussion Forum. Tutors can delete
messages according to their date, their sender or their content. This feature may be used 10
keep the threads of discussion in the Forum topical to the module.

Tracking Progress

The Tracking tool enables tutors to view the progress of registered students through the online
material. Tutors select individual students from the list to see the percentage of the total
content that each student has viewed and how many times individual pages have been visited.

Setting up the module

The creation and ordering of content in a WOLF module is defined by the tutor using two
administration tools:

o Menu
= Navigation
The menu function is used to create and change the index list of pages in a module. Tutors

can update the file to include new pages of content (Notes, Activities, Case Studies or
Presentations) or delete old pages as required. There is also the option Lo set up new sections

and subsections,

In a similar way to the Menu function, the Navigation tool lets tutors define the sequence in
which the pages are shown. This controls the flow of the module’s content.

Configuring the WOLF Interface

Some tutors may choose not to have all the functions of the WOLF interface available to
students. The Configuration tool enables tutors to select which options are available within
their own module via a check box list. The default option is for all facilities to be available.
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