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About this guide

This publication is a product of the Socrates-Minerva project Learn@Work and is designed as a simple guide for people interested in the design and development of applications that enhance the learning process. It may be of interest to e-learning developers, but also tutors and other stakeholders involved in e-learning projects. The learn@Work project is focused on some aspects of e-supported work based learning and this guide tries to address these issues from the developer’s perspective. However, the design process in all its stages and ongoing support are equally important in other modes of learning, and the guide aims to capture the general rules of a good practice in developing e-supported materials for learners, utilising a learner-centred approach. 

This guide presents a short and practical introduction to the development of e-learning materials from the perspective of the Learn@Work team. It also comprises a description of the CoED method, which may help to better understand the design process. There are many books, articles and online resources on aspects of work based learning and e-learning (planning, design, development, support, motivation and many more). The project resources for developers will be available for public on the Learn@Work portal. 

The guide consists of three parts: Preparation, Development and The Course. The third part addresses aspects of induction, support and e-moderation related mainly to e-learning courses. However, some issues like support may be of interest also to developers of small and standalone applications. 

We hope that you will find this guide useful. Your comments are welcome – please visit our website using the link provided in ‘About Learn@Work’.  Your feedback will be used to improve our materials designed for developers, learners and communities. 

Learn@Work Team


About Learn@Work


Learn@Work is a Socrates-Minerva project, funded with support from the European Commission. The two year project, which links up institutions from the UK, Austria, Belgium, Denmark and the Republic of Ireland will research and develop material to support the effective induction of learners in e-supported work-based learning. 

The aim of Learn@Work is to enhance induction and support for learners in the workplace building on ICT models that have been tried and tested in distance learning and e-Learning. The project’s aim is to explore the use of online communities and workgroups to reduce the isolation of the individual learner; the development of richer support and "scaffolding" models and techniques to enable ongoing interaction after the learning event through the creation of sustainable communities of learners.

Please visit the website of the Learn@Work project to find out more.

http://www.learnatwork.info



What is Work Based Learning?

There is no standard or universally agreed definition of work based learning and its meaning can vary considerably. Some definitions see it solely as training: 

Work based learning is any training that relates directly to the requirements of the jobs on offer in your organisation. (SECRU, 2002)
Learning theorists Boud and Solomon (2001) who are interested in work based learning and Higher Education offer a more complex definition. They argue that typically work based learning involves:

· Partnership between the Academy and the world of work; 

· Work based learners negotiate learning plans which are individualised; 

· The programme of learning derives from the needs of the workplace rather than being framed by the Academy; 

· The starting point of the programme is set only after some cognisance is taken of the learner’s current competences and the learning they wish to engage in; 

· Learning projects are undertaken in the workplace; 

· The educational institution assesses the learning outcomes against a transdisciplinary framework. 

Whatever definition is adopted it is clear that there is going to be a close relationship between the needs of workplace and hence the employer, and the learning. This of course can lead to tensions either between the learning provider and the employer or indeed the learner and the employer. However, if properly negotiated work based learning can provide benefits for all three parties: organisational performance improves, the learner earns a qualification, and Higher Education can show its relevance to the world of work.

What is e-Learning?

E-learning stands for Electronic Learning and simply means learning based on electronic media. E-learning covers a wide set of tools and processes including computer based content, video, CD-ROM, web based content, e-mail, MP3/video players and more. 

Other definitions relate to specific aspects of e-learning (like networking) but a broader definition seems to be more appropriate, since e-learning applications range from very basic materials based on CD-ROM technology to advanced near real-life computer simulations. In any case, it may be useful to consider the benefits and challenges of e-learning from the learner’s perspective:

Advantages

· Flexibility (time and place) – learners decide how and when to learn

· Reduced costs – learners save on travel costs, some learning materials, etc.

· Easy reviewing – repeating and reviewing is straightforward (or at least it should be)
Challenges

· Flexibility – strong motivation and commitment are needed
· Technology – skills and computer / Internet access are required

· Deceptive easiness – learners still need time to study

From the learners’ perspective it is important to design applications which are user-friendly and the technology accessible, to provide learners with an environment where the learning process is effective and where learning outcomes can be achieved.

PREPARATION

People

Expectations

Before the project starts it is necessary to establish what is expected from the final product because there are many options available for creating e-learning applications, from the comparatively simple to the highly complex. 

So the most important question that must be addressed well in advance is: what is the aim of the application? To answer this question properly, the problem or need that the learning is being devised to address must be identified. It is possible to revise the goals in the later stages of an e-learning project. Nevertheless, an initial dialogue with all stakeholders is essential in order to arrive at an agreement about outcomes and outputs so that it is possible to measure the success (or otherwise) of the project. 

Learner’s voice                                                                                       (Piskurich, 2003)
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 “I wanted something to take away from the e-learning, like the
  stuff you take away from a classroom”

During the meetings with stakeholders expectations can be explored, and then specified throughout the design process. As noted above the expectations and desired outcomes of learners may be different form employers who may be important stakeholders in the project. Good communication between stakeholders is crucial for objectives to be agreed and the project to be successful. 

Target group

It is important to know who is going to use your product. The design process is very much determined by a target audience; unqualified workers, university students or adult learners are unique groups of people with different expectations, motivation, knowledge and level of skills. Age can play an important role in identifying the technology barrier. 
An e-learning product must be well balanced and flexible enough to satisfy the demands of different groups of people and this will include not just the learners but tutors and as we noted above employers.
There are many things therefore that the e-learning developer must take into account: level of: complexity, graphic design, interface, language used in navigation structure are all important. The target group should be brought to mind as often as possible during the design process. If the audience is not specified, difficult to predict or comprises learners from different backgrounds, it is important to present the prototype at the earliest stage possible to test assumptions and avoid disappointment and excessive work.
Success criteria

Success criteria are very much related to expectations and associated outcomes and should be presented at the very beginning of an e-learning project. Whilst expectations can give stakeholders a general picture of what is the aim of the application, success criteria must transform this aim into a set of concrete and measurable outcomes. During the evaluation and assessment process the criteria are verified and the product can be improved, leading to the final stage of development.

There are two perspectives on which success criteria of an e-learning product can be based: learning and technology. Both are equally important and complementary.

On completion of the course, learner is expected to reach a certain level of competence, as described in the learning outcomes. Various methods of assessment are useful in measuring the level of skills, knowledge and understanding achieved by a learner and, indirectly, the quality of the learning materials used. 
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 “I get tired reading that much on a computer screen”

Technology has an overall impact on learner’s performance. The way learning materials are presented affects how quickly and efficiently the learning can be acquired. Attractive presentation will amplify the positive effects of well designed learning materials; on the other hand, a poorly designed application will discourage learners, no matter how interesting the material is. An evaluation mechanism will ensure that the e-learning product is monitored and improved as necessary.

Evaluation

Evaluation is very important in all stages of the design process, from the initial model and through a set of prototypes to the final product available to learners. It is good practice to start evaluating an e-learning application at the earliest stage of development in order to be able to identify the potential problems and weaknesses of the product. 
One of the main aims of evaluation is to assess whether the project objectives have been achieved. Poorly defined objectives should be rectified as soon as they are spotted. If no evaluation mechanism is in place, the mistakes may be multiplied with the potential for much trouble in the future. That is why the working prototypes should be released for testing by learners, developers and tutors. 
There are many methods used for data collection – questionnaires, interviews, observation, reviews, etc. Collected data can be analysed and the findings implemented in the e-learning prototype, leading to the next stage of an e-learning project. Where applicable, an external evaluation may help to gain some perspective and look at the product from a distance. 
The number of prototypes depends on their complexity and evaluation results. Once the interaction between the design, development and evaluation is satisfactory, the design can be finalised. Even with a fully developed and tested product, evaluation can play an important part in improvement and future releases of an updated application.

Assessment

It is difficult to make accurate assumptions about a learner’s level of competence. Early (opening) assessment may help in identifying the initial set of skills and readiness for learning at the right level. Due to the delicate nature of testing experience, it is important to encourage learners and keep the process private, unless of course learning and assessment are being undertaken on an agreed group basis. The information gathered may then be used to improve the product as well as support the learning. 

The nature of an e-learning product will partly define the assessment mechanism that is needed. In simple applications it can be omitted or added later if necessary, as a set of instructions, subject to discussion with tutors. In more complex solutions the assessment system can be integrated within the application structure, in accordance with the learning objectives. In individual learning, if the progress and achievement of learning outcomes by a learner is monitored, a more individualised learning programme can be offered.
It is difficult to be a work based learning student and although e-learning can be very helpful, not every assessment mechanism is available. Therefore it is important to use the provided assessment tools in the most effective way possible. 
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 “I liked being able to apply my own experiences in the
  threaded discussions”
Automated systems may help in areas where reproducing material or a sequence until a learner reaches the required level of skills, plays an important role in the learning process. It may be done by completing the final test, based on previous testing results. It may be also a good idea to embed the assessment in the teaching, as opposite to ‘present-content-and-test’ approach. 

One example is contribution to online discussions as a way to enhance the active participation. Attractive content with skilfully weaved ‘assisted assessment’ can be less stressful and more appealing to learners than traditionally presented material and bald tests. 

Another approach could be to set an on-line work based group task designed to solve a work problem as well as provide a means of assessment.
Entry requirements

If an e-learning application is to be used for the purpose of a formal course, a certain level of competence may be expected from learners (like a degree and/or work experience). A set of rules defining the entry requirements should be designed and presented to learners. Their ability to participate in the course should be assessed during the process of enrolment. However, it is also important to consider the entry rules at an early stage of e-learning development.

The stipulated entry requirements can provide some useful information about how an e-learning product should be created. The level of skills should be reflected in the design of the interface. The user-interaction language can contribute to the learning process itself. If presented at an appropriate level, it can stimulate learners to better understand the course material and can help in the self-reflection process. Any formal and informal requirements may be examined not only in open tests, but also by interviewing learners and assessing their reactions to a specific element of an e-learning application. The findings can help to improve the product and make the entry rules clearer.

Tutors training

An e-learning application may be used in wider learning contexts as part of a formal or informal course. In this case a number of tutors may be involved in the teaching process. Depending on level of complexity, some training may be necessary in order to use the application and deliver the learning materials to students. 

Even if the e-learning product is a part of a bigger structure like a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), there may be elements of user interface or content management that need further explanation. Tutors acquainted with technology and fluent in delivering e-supported solutions can help students tackle the problems encountered and keep them motivated.
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 “When I first started I needed someone to show me how – and
  then leave me alone

Timing of the training is important. It is essential that tutors participate in the planning stage of an e-learning project, together with other stakeholders. By accessing the information provided they are able to express their views on the design process from the teaching perspective. As potential end-users of the product they can help in bringing together expectations and success criteria to make sure that the application is consistent and can ‘transport’ the learning material in a way that is optimal for achievement of learning outcomes by students. 

The quantity and type of training required to use the application will emerge during the design process and tutors may identify the areas where guidance is necessary. If a ready-made product is offered to tutors, the evaluation and testing process may help to identify the strong and weak points of their e-competence. 

Technology

Concept

The initial idea lying underneath an e-learning project will help shape the application and the nature of expected outcomes. It will also keep the design process focused on primary targets. 

Before an e-learning project concept can be introduced, a problem must be introduced so that the right solutions may be implemented to solve it. In other words, like a research project, an e-learning project must have its origins in a question. For example, how can we best support learners in rural workplaces working in small and medium sized enterprises?

Starting from expectations, the target group should be identified and the success criteria stipulated. The learning outcomes and the goals agreed during the negotiation process with stakeholders should define the project concept. After answering the questions what and who, the technical how issue may be addressed.  If the order is right, you can be sure that the problem formulated in the early stage of an e-learning project will be tackled by using appropriate measures. So for example we need to know what rural business people need to learn; we need to know who they are and where they are finally we need to address the technical issue of their access to ICT, their skill level, and the capacity the provider has to support the learning needs identified.
Evaluation mechanisms will allow assessment of the project goals as the development progresses, in compliance with stakeholders’ views. This includes evaluating whether the central concept that the project sought to address has proved amenable to the solution offered. For example have there rural earners availed themselves of the learning programme provided for them and have they found it useful. 
Design tools

The concept of an e-learning application determines the selection of design tools that will be used to develop the content. To answer the question how, it is necessary to check what resources are available to complete the project. Freedom of choice is limited by technology and budget boundaries. 

There are many ways of delivering e-learning content. The first choice to make is whether to use the network (Internet, intranet) or a single computer. This will determine the connection mode for tutors and learners. If a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is in place and it is an intention of stakeholders to use it as a platform for an e-learning product, the tools must be compatible with VLE. The developer also, needs to consider whether the content will be available on some alternative resources (such as CD-ROM)? 
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In a work based learning context it is essential to develop solutions that are accessible in the workplace. The presence of existing e-learning tools or platforms provided by an employer can influence the e-tools selected to build up an application.   

Web based solutions are likely to provide immediate, flexible access. In any case the tools must correspond with the stakeholders needs, and with their level of e-competence. It must be also within the budget of the organisation concerned.

Resources

There are many aspects of resources that need careful consideration before the project starts. Time, money and technology are the most important ones. Timescale defines the duration of an e-learning project and sets deadlines for specific phases of a design process. Budget denotes the funds available from the very beginning until the final product is available for users. Technology has its own limitations, although it is very much determined by the budget. All three aspects are linked together and overlap with each other.

The core concept of an e-learning product defines the resources needed, but the resources available affect the shape of the concept. Usually the budget is limited and has an impact on the other resources. Cheap does not equal bad. However, there are always some things to sacrifice when the resources are limited. On the other hand an expensive product does not guarantee high quality. The success of an e-learning product is very much related to achievement of the specified learning outcomes and fancy design does not necessarily affect the level of achievement. The application then should not only be appraised by stakeholders, but it should also be within budget and on schedule.

Technical requirements 
One of the issues that must be addressed when planning an e-learning application is technical requirements. The developer must seek to eliminate technical problems before they arise.
First thing to consider is what platform the user will have. Aside from hardware specification (processor speed, graphic capabilities, etc.), some software applications may be required to assist the learning process. It is important to ensure that learners are equipped with solutions necessary to complete the course; a developed application is not a standalone product but just a part of a system. All demands must be anticipated and addressed including printer, speakers/headphones, scanner, tracking devices, etc.
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 “You shouldn’t make the students responsible for making the
  equipment work right”
For web-based applications, the user must have an access to the Internet/intranet (depending on solution). In this case the bandwidth should be taken into account as a very important factor for a smooth connection – it is essential to provide alternative solutions for big video, animation and sound files. 

If the application is a part of a bigger platform (VLE), all access requirements such as login and password must be stipulated before the learner starts using it. 

To avoid learner’s disappointment, the application should not only be attractive and stimulating, but also easily accessible and simple enough to provide access also for learners with the basic computer systems.

DEVELOPMENT

What is content?

Like work based learning, there is no single agreed definition of the word ‘content’ in the context of e-learning despite its apparent self explanatory form.
Content may refer to all the concepts, facts and ideas that are to be learned in a specific context.

Content can also refer to media and simply mean all the elements included in application (text, graphics, photos, videos, hyperlinks, etc.). This definition is often related to the web-based technology, where various components are linked together for a benefit of viewers.

A more complex definition would refer to the entire learning experience including all the elements experienced by a learner in an e-learning application: all the information and media, interactive components, learning objectives, etc. 

Subject-matter expertise is a necessary component of content, but it may far from self explanatory. Consequently, in order to translate expert knowledge into a set of instructions understood by learners, it may be a good idea to ask learners to get involved in the design process, as suggested above. An e-learning application is for users (learners), not experts.

Learner-centred approach

The central concern of this section is how keep the learner as the central focus of the design process. There is a tendency, if content really refers only to information or media, for the design and evaluation process to become heavily associated with the structure of that content and the way it is presented to learners. In other words the design becomes content centred. 

As a result, the total experience of learners is not given a proper consideration. Although the content is important, the main goal of an e-learning application is to positively change the behavior of learners and teach them new skills. Well structured and presented content is simply not enough; it should be just a beginning.

Instead we need to consider how the total learner experience may be utilised during the design process. The aim of an e-learning application is to teach and not just present the information. The learning material should be interesting not dull, interactive not passive; focused on learners, not content. 



The real achievement of learning outcomes comes from meaningful and memorable activities, which are not completely fictional but connected with the real life experience. The content should not only be appealing but also significant to learners and relevant to their own experience. This will lead to a learner-centred approach.
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  organize it the way I need to”

To succeed in learner-focused design, it is important to give the learner sufficient attention. Starting from the evaluation of initial competence and existing knowledge, a properly structured content should be presented to the learner, in chunks which are not only meaningful and situated in the right context. They should also be challenging enough to put a learner in a situation where critical reflection becomes a part of the learning experience. 
This provides another reason for engaging some recent learners in the design process, where they would have an opportunity to evaluate the prototype of an e-learning application. Testing the final product by independent learners in different environments especially difficult environments like the workplace, may contribute to the success of the entire e-learning project.

Learner’s motivation

Every learner possesses a range of unique attributes that define his or her learning abilities. The nature of learning is of course highly contested, with discussion focusing on whether knowledge is entirely social and situated on the one hand or individual and constructed on the other. It is, however, reasonable to assume that every learner will bring a personal learning history to a learning episode.

When designing an e-learning application it may be tempting to make some assumptions on how an average learner thinks and behaves. The problem is that learners participating in the course are never average and they can differ significantly in terms of a level of skills possessed and the ability to learn at a specific pace. E-learning may deliver the flexible material which can be used by learners with different learning capabilities. However, a certain approach must be taken to avoid the situation where the learning material is oriented toward least- or most-able learners.

Learner’s voice                                                                                       (Piskurich, 2003)
[image: image22.png]@w

learn@work




 “I wasn’t prepared for how much I had to do on my own”

A learner has to be motivated to participate in learning; this initial motivation comes from expectations and personal and social motives, which can be high or low, depending on various factors. An e-learning application should aim to increase the level of motivation in a learner from the very start; hence the importance of the first impression. Even if application does not discourage a learner at the beginning, it may do so if no proper stimulation is offered. The learner’s motivation will drop inevitably.   
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 “It’s fun at first, but it gets tedious quickly”
When the design process is focused on learners and their personal experiences, it is easier to bring the elements which actually increase the motivation to a level where learners are interested and strongly involved in the learning process, even if the material is difficult and complex. To succeed is to motivate learners so that they are committed to learning and really involved, not because they are forced to, but because they want to. It may be particularly important for working adult learners. They will not want to participate in a boring and frustrating learning experience; they would demand to participate in purposeful and enjoyable learning, with strong connection to their work and personal experience.

Here are some ways to enhance motivation:
Motivation enhancement

· Set realistic goals.
Clear learning objectives in relation to a real-life experience will help learners to effectively participate in the planned activities.

· Use multi-layer content.
It will help to address the needs of various learners, from least- to most-able.

· Provide support. 
Learners with an opportunity to give feedback on the course material or technical issues will learn how to solve the problems more effectively.

· Provide meaningful feedback.
Let learners see both the positive and negative consequences of their responses
· Make the content appealing. 
Interesting and stimulating combination of text, media and interactivity will enhance learner’s motivation.

· Use wise assessment.
An assessment mechanism merged with learning material, which allows learners to rethink their choices and provides good feedback, may prove more effective than a traditional pre- and post-test system.

User interface

The user interface is a set of components by which users interact with a computer system or program. There are many types of interface but all of them represent a way of human interaction by means of input and output. For example a Graphical User Interface (GUI) allows users to directly manipulate the graphical elements (icons visual indicators, labels, etc.). The latter is commonly used in a range of popular platforms including Personal Computers (PC). An interface of an e-learning application also refers to the user interaction with the visible part of the program.

The interface is an extremely important feature of an application, because from the user’s perspective it is the application. When approaching an e-learning program, learners do not need to be aware of the programming code, structural composition or technical aspects of an application. All that is to be encountered is the interface, and its impact is crucial for the whole learning experience. The first impression, which is likely to influence the level of learner’s motivation, is strictly associated with the interface. Therefore planning the interface of an e-learning application is an essential element of the design process.
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 “Don’t overwhelm me with too much content. Give me activities
  to learn a little at a time”
Before capturing the features of a well designed interface, it may be worthwhile to consider how it should not look like, especially looking form a learner’s perspective.

Poor interface

· Is inconsistent. 
A user naturally tries to find a pattern in the conventions used in the interface. If the conventions (i.e. visual indicators) are inconsistent, the pattern becomes unreliable and a learner loses control over the interface.

· Is overloaded. 
The interface, as in all the technology, should be transparent in order to provide the content in the most effective way. If the graphical components are intrusive, a user may feel overwhelmed very soon.

· Obstructs access. 
If the commonly used features of an application are deeply hidden and the navigation system provided is poorly constructed, a user may feel lost and every single task may seem like a challenge and cause frustration.

· Is dysfunctional. 
If icons are crabbed, labels poorly designed, colours flashy and the interaction system unintuitive, learners may give up the e-learning experience – it is hardly to imagine something more frustrating.

A well designed interface, on the other hand, will appeal to learners and gain their attention, contributing to the success of the learning process.

A Good interface

· Is consistent. 
All features are merged into a logical structure, with a pattern of conventions which is easy to follow and includes no exceptions.

· Is transparent. 
The content and features of user interaction are not overwhelmed by the graphical elements, which are soft and well composed.

· Is easily accessible. 
The navigation structure indicates the user location; all the important elements are instantly available and less important can be easily found.

· Is intuitive. 
At one glance a user is able to identify the components, read the labels or perform a task. A minimal effort is needed for every single interaction.

Interactivity
One of the important features of an e-learning application is interactivity. A user performs actions and the application responds. All graphical components can contribute to interactivity: buttons, animations, navigation elements (browsing, scrolling, etc.), hyperlinks and many more. However, in terms of the learning experience, all these features do not simply make an application interactive.

On the lower level of interactivity, a user performs a specific action (presses button); the application responds (performs reaction: plays ‘click’ sound, displays information). The action becomes interaction. Most applications with a Graphical User Interface (GUI) offer at least this level of interactivity: operating systems, word processors, web sites. An e-learning application should aim higher.
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E-learning creates an opportunity to provide a real-life related experience, without the negative consequences of the real-life. It means that learners are able to perform the tasks which they would never perform in the workplace because of the risk factor, and they can get feedback on their decisions, both positive and negative. Interaction which offers a meaningful response may prove much more effective than a simple presentation of content.
An interactive application (or interface, looking from a learner’s perspective) should offer features that stimulate learners and make them positively involved in the learning process. 
Learners who are active participants will gain more practical knowledge and can positively change their behaviour, when exposed to activities with meaningful feedback. 

Good interactions will enhance learners’ motivation and provide the applied knowledge which goes beyond the scope of the planned activities. It may help learners to use their own initiative and develop effective solutions to problems in the workplace and outside of it.

Some elements that may help to build up good interactions and create a real interactive learning environment are listed below.

Good interactions

· Are challenging.
Learners are put in near (or in work based learning actual) real-life situations, where the complex reaction is to be expected and where the question what if is likely to be raised.
· Provide meaningful feedback.
Reaction is not just a simple response to action, but explains the results, offers alternative solutions and brings the immediate consequences of learners’ behaviour.

· Are stimulating.
Interactions encourage critical reflection and specific responses as a result of the choice made. They are also intriguing and enjoyable.

· Are meaningful.
Interactions relate to learners’ experience and involve using their knowledge and skills to identify problems and perform specific tasks, even the basic ones. 

Navigation

Even extremely well structured and interesting content, if not easily accessible, will go to waste. Furthermore, an easy and logical access does not guarantee success in e-learning. Learners also need to know where exactly they are located within an application. No good application can do without a navigation structure.
As all learning material cannot be seen or accessed at one time in most of e-learning applications, some rules have to apply in order to manage the content. One approach is to organise the content so that the most important information is available immediately and the rest (including some controls) is hidden, although easily accessible. 
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 “I want total navigational freedom to and from anyplace at any
  time”

Access control may use navigation panes, tabs, hyperlinks and other elements. All the components need to be carefully designed as this may have an impact on the functionality of an e-learning application. What may seem natural and tempting to apply is the linear navigation system, where learners have to walk on a specified path from the point A to the point B. Although such approach may be partially justified in terms of linearity of the learning material, it is also rigid and unintuitive. A learner with more control over an application will feel confident and will make the most of it. 

Navigation structure is a part of an application overlapping with other elements such as interface, content and interactive components. Usually learners are able to perform various tasks and change the activities in real-time, which may sometimes bring confusion. Therefore it is important to equip learners with tools that allow them to track their location and measure the progress in tasks undertaken. It may be very handy to be able to resume the stopped activity after starting another one, at the exact point where it was abandoned.
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 “I liked the ability to stop and start when I needed to”

Good navigation with interesting graphic elements and well structured access system is a crucial part of an e-learning application and, if properly designed, can be reusable. Below there are some tips on how it should work.

Good navigation

· Provides ordered access.
Important elements are shown, less important hidden but easily accessible by the multi-level navigation tools.

· Defines exact localisation.
Learners know where exactly they are within an application, which is especially useful when wandering deeply into the available resources.
· Provides freedom of movement.
Learners not only can go back or forward, but can also jump to other activities or elements of interface, without a need for going through tens of pages.

· Gives learners control.
All the components are dedicated to learners, enhancing their confidence. Lack of control problems removes frustration and helps to concentrate on learning.
THE COURSE

Induction and support
In the learning context induction basically means a process of welcoming learners/workers to the course, whether it is a job training or a course provided by an external company or organisation. Welcoming in this case is a complicated activity which can mean introduction to the course material, familiarising with the facilities, developing skills or improving the existing ones, getting to know colleagues/tutors, etc. This initial experience is very important and can have an overall impact on the learner’s performance throughout the course.
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 “I got lost at the start and never got found again”

Traditional or online?

When planning induction, the choice of preferred delivery method must be made. Traditional induction involves face-to-face contact with other students and tutors, sometimes with other representatives of the course provider. It may be a one-day event filled with introductory workshops and combined with some social elements. Online induction on the other hand can deliver more flexible solutions for learners, but it also has some drawbacks. Learners may still prefer face-to-face contact to break the ice and get to know each other. 
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 “We need an in-class lecture at the beginning to show us how it
  works”

Blended induction seems like a good option. Mixed elements of traditional and online activities should satisfy the needs of a larger group of learners, if not all of them. The introductory meeting may break down isolation and encourage learners to participate in planned activities. Online induction can provide additional activities which can be performed as necessary, at learner’s own pace. Contact details and a practical knowledge of available support can be very useful throughout the learning process.

Early activities

Induction activities may provide the first opportunity for learners to approach an e-learning application. The first impression is a crucial experience and should encourage learners to participate in the course. The interface, as discussed above, is the visible part of the application and makes an immediate impact on learners. The next step is to engage them in a range of introductory activities in order to present the interface and encourage further exploration. 
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 “It was too difficult learning how to log on the first time”

Early activities may include getting to know the application and posting basic personal information, but also allowing for an assessment of the level of skills required at a certain point of the course. This should be more a fun experience than an assignment and its purpose is to find out about learners personal experiences and to offer them materials that best suit their needs. Induction materials may prove very useful in developing new skills and improving existing ones, since the learners can practice as much as they want and when they want. If learners are equipped with tools helping them to evaluate their level of competence required for a specific action, they will be able to identify the potential areas of weakness and improve the skills required to complete the task.

Support

Support is one of the most important factors for learners when taking part in organised learning. It helps learners when they encounter technical problems and learning difficulties, encourages them to seek answers and teaches them how to look for information needed. It also tackles the isolation problem and helps to keep learners motivated. It is difficult to underestimate the role of support in the learning process. 
Full time support can be very expensive and time consuming. Therefore it is essential to provide at least some support solutions, even automatic ones. Some of the automated and personal support methods are explained below.

Automated support

It does not require immediate and direct action of a tutor, but at the same time, it does not mean that no work is needed here at all. The tools must be created and then revised regularly so that the information provided is up-to-date. 
The main work is a one-time experience and updating should not be very complicated and time consuming. This type of support is particularly useful in the workplace.
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 “The help desk saved me. I’d never have completed the course
  if they weren’t around to answer my questions when I first
  started”

FAQ

Frequently Asked Questions, when properly used, can be a very effective and relatively uncomplicated support mechanism. The simplest version is a list of possible questions and answers that may be of interest to learners. The more sophisticated version may comprise a database, editing mechanism and advanced search engine. No matter what the level of complexity is, the important issue is to update the list very often and to include the real questions from students, as assumptions on the importance of questions upon which the list is created may be wrong. It is also essential to ask students to first check the FAQ before they seek for information elsewhere. There is no point in keeping even a very refined system of answers when nobody is going to read it.
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Electronic resources

There are many useful materials that can support the learning experience. Some examples are: technical guides, the course handbook and policy booklets, contact details, links to additional resources, skills development documents and many more. Depending on the nature of the course and what delivery method is preferred, these materials can be web-based, available in the local network or on electronic media such us CD-ROM.

Online materials have one advantage over ‘static’ version: they can be easily revised and updated. New resources can be also added as necessary. A support website offering various documents and hyperlinks may be provided, or an e-learning platform, perhaps a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). Such environments offer practical solutions for the integration of static pages and dynamic communicating tools. Learners can experience user-friendly electronic support, especially when more traditional methods are not available.

Personal support

This does require direct human action, sometimes in a real-time. Traditional methods are face-to-face meetings and telephone contact. These can be time consuming and expensive; they involve direct workload to communicate with students. Even if working learners prefer traditional communication, they may not have enough time to use it. Therefore automated support system could be introduced to complement a tutor based system, so that learners can reach for help on demand and in a more flexible way.
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Email contact may be a very good communication tool for learners, tutors and the course provider. It may involve less time than direct contact, although it still needs tutor attention and responding in any kind of length to learners is very time consuming. 

Fully integrated communication systems available in e-learning platforms or embedded into more complex applications may prove very useful, as all the control mechanisms are in one place and some automated time-saving tools may be available. Such systems, when skilfully used, can replace traditional support methods to a great extent. They may also provide some other solutions (monitoring, assessment, etc.) which can be useful at later stages of the course.

During the course
As the course progresses, the role of support becomes no less important than at the beginning. Automated support, informed by students and tutors feedback, should work more effectively and the number of resources offered to learners should be increasing. The rate of motivation is very much related to the amount of support available. If this rate and students’ progress is carefully monitored, the achievement of learning outcomes is greatly increased.
E-Moderation

Online facilitating may prove to be a very important tool during an e-learning course. Even a very simple monitoring mechanism may be helpful when incorporated into an application. 
Starting from basic tools for monitoring attendance and recording students’ presence (including posted messages), it can also take shape of a powerful monitoring system which can be found in e-learning platforms (comprising control tools, forum, blogs, discussion board and many more). It is particularly important in environments where direct contact with tutors is limited or non-existent, and where online events must replace more traditional activities. E-Supported work based learning is an excellent example.
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 “You only get out of it what you put into it”

For a better understanding of how the process of online learning works, it is a good idea to consider the model outlining various stages of online participation. For example Gilly Salmon has developed a 5 stage CMC (Computer Mediated Communication) model (Salmon, 2000):

1. Access and motivation

This is the first step where learners access the system and start using it. Although interactivity level between learners is quite low, this stage is essential.

2. Online socialisation

In this stage interactivity level starts to increase as learners start to communicate with each other. The important process of socialisation begins and will last throughout the course.

3. Information exchange

After establishing basic communication, learners start to distribute the course information and support each other. The level of interactivity increases. Although this stage does not end here, it will not remain the course foremost feature later on.

4. Knowledge construction

The interactivity reaches a very high level in this stage. Learners actively participate in the course and group discussion takes place, based on a deeper understanding of the learning material provided.

5. Development

This stage is of the highest level and if occurs, it goes beyond the course scope. Learners are able to work more effectively to achieve personal goals. The extra resources may become available and the sustainable community create an atmosphere where learners can reflect upon their experience.

When designing an e-learning application, it is worthwhile to consider these stages in order to be able to increase the learners’ level of motivation and competence as the course progresses. If proper e-moderation tools are implemented in the application or become available (indirectly) via the e-learning platform, and if these tools are used for monitoring but also for stimulating learning throughout the course, it may help students to progress rapidly and achieve the intended outcomes. 

Content improvement

Learners should have an opportunity to give their feedback on technical issues and course content, using the support system provided. Evaluation of an e-learning product is very important during all stages of the design process but also when the final product is presented to users. There is always a room for improvement.
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 “More links to outside information please”

 “More chat time!”

 “We need more practice games”

 “Don’t make all the tests and games the same”

Depending on the structure of an application and the learning material available, the feedback may help to push the support system to a more advanced level, monitor and update the learning material, improve the interface or even make some changes in the core design of the product. 

As the course progresses, new data may become available from tutors and others involved in organising the course. 

If content improvement is a part of an agreement between stakeholders, some changes may be also implemented by those delivering the programme, if they are provided with an access to editing tools. More technical improvements to the application may be introduced, provided that the course progresses smoothly and the learning process remains undisturbed.

What next?

Stakeholders participating in the planning stage of an e-learning project, and sometimes also in the design process, should reach an agreement upon which the work on the application could be continued after the course finishes. If such agreement is in place, an e-learning developer and other people involved in the project can negotiate to agree future steps in order to provide ongoing support, create a sustainable learning environment and continue development as necessary.
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 “It lets me learn what I need”

Ongoing support may prove crucial for revising the course material and can provide learners with knowledge on planned initiatives and potential follow-up programmes at a more advanced level. If such an opportunity arose, the learners would be ready to accept the challenge and proceed to the next step in their learning adventure. 

The existing platform - application or a more sophisticated system - may remain accessible for a certain period of time, which could extend the learning process beyond the course programme. It could also provide learners with advice on how to put their new knowledge to work by using their new skills in the workplace.

Continued development of the application, including improvement of the existing version of an e-learning system and preparing new release of the application would make economic as well as help ongoing learning. Course material may be reused to enrich the learning experience and the course objectives may be reorganised as the context demands. 

Data emerging from support systems available for learners and tutors may prove useful also for developers, providing them with practical knowledge on users’ needs, and helping them to create even better e-learning products in the future.

Example of a design tool: CoED method

The Collaborative E-learning Design (CoED) Method (Nyvang and Georgsen 2007) brings focus and structure to the early stages of e-learning design. It aims to develop design specifications and/or early prototypes within few hours of work. 

The CoEd method with its roots in the Scandinavian tradition for systems development employs principles and practices from rapid prototyping, agile development and traditional learning design to meet an aim that ambitious. 

The CoED method facilitates the design process by following four principles and splitting the early design in three phases.

Principles - the CoED method:

· Facilitates conversations about e-learning design

· Structures conversations about e-learning design

· Produces design specifications or actual designs rapidly

· Involves e-learning experts, domain specialists and future users of the e-learning design 

Phases

1. Focus the e-learning design process

2. Identify overarching values and design principles

3. Specify design

Following the principle number 4 the design process must ideally involve e-learning experts, domain specialists and future users of the e-learning design.  However, this is not always possible. The characteristics expected of the design products based on the expertise involved in use of the CoED method are outlined in the matrix below:
	
	Low degree of domain knowledge

	
High degree of domain knowledge

	Low degree of pedagogical/didactical knowlege
	Situation 1: The CoED product should be reviewed and tested by domain specialists, futere users and learning designers.

	Situation 2: The CoED product should be reviewed by experienced learning designers.

	High degree of pedagogical/didactical knowlege
	Situation 3: The CoED product should be reviewed by domain experts and/or tested by domain experts and end users.

	Situation 4: The CoED product can be implemented without further research or test.


Phase 1 – Focus
Goal and Process
The goal of phase 1 is to focus the design activity in terms of the overall approach to and understanding of learning, domain and technology. The workshop coordinator or other expert presents foci that are already chosen or are possible choices.  The formulation of values is crucial to the design process. The objective of giving this presentation, however, is not to ”sell” specific ideas or solutions, but to bring these issues to the attention of the participant. 

Product
The workshop participants arrive at a shared understanding of some of the basics of the overall approach to and understanding of learning, domain and technology.
Phase 2 – Identification of overarching values and principles
Goal and Process
The goal of phase 2 is to identify the overarching values and principles that guide the design. The workshop participants identify overarching values and principles by card sorting. Card sorting is a method that forces the participants to prioritize different concepts related to ICT supported workplace learning. The card sorting is done collaboratively starting in smaller groups end ends up with the joint priority of the full group of workshop participants. 

Materials
Cards for sorting with statements about good teaching/learning or pedagogical ”buzz words” (positive ones, 40-50 cards). Boards to place the cards on. Board or paper to display the final result.

Product

Output: Value statement regarding ICT-based learning in the work place. 
Phase 3 – Detailed design
Goal and Process
The goal of phase 3 is to focus developed a detailed learning design based on phase 1 and 2.
The specific design of e-learning modules is based on the output from step two (pedagogic values) AND on the specific case the design is to be used in. The group of designers has a facilitator, whose responsibility it is to support the participants in formulating a consistent design true to the values of the design philosophy. This is done by asking critical questions, pointing out “holes” in the design, etc. For articulating the design, participants work with a set of cards illustrating factors relevant for pedagogical, technical and domain-related issues.

Design takes place at two levels, the first level illustrates the timeline, goal, way of working, materials and activities involved in the induction module. Cards can be used directly for describing this level, and participants will construct a “story line” on a board using the cards provided (blank cards are included). Step 2 of the design is focused on illustrating the story line at “screen” (or material) level, in the sense that it looks closer at details in the design and as such “enlarges” parts of the story line. The designers work on boards with a template to be filled in with the following: Surroundings, appr. time, how many learners, how do they work (this might or might not be clear from the story line) AND a “screen” to be filled out in a way that illustrates the activity: video, text, dialogue, quiz, hands on, book, practice, etc. etc.. 

Materials
· Cards for story line construction (step 1), board or paper to add cards to

· Pens to add commentary to story line

· Cards for step 2, boards or paper to add cards to

· Templates on paper with blanks to fill in + outline of screen to place symbols/cards in.
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