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release - re-engineering learning in schools and society

Expression of Interest for an Integrated Project in the 6th Framework Programme for R&D

Date
07 June 2001
Need and Relevance
There is a growing concern that, despite an increasing commitment to the introduction of ICT, governments and the education system are failing to demonstrate progress and success and the added-value of new learning methods. There exists a real danger that, if the promised results of significant investment in ICT do not materialise (or cannot be demonstrated quickly enough), it may be difficult to justify or support long-term policy initiatives and research programmes in this area. 

There is some evidence from the UK that schools investing in ICT have higher results in core subjects than those investing less in ICT and a paper
 presented to the Australian Global ICT conference in March 2002 offered similar evidence from the USA. However, some analysts of ICT in schools are more pessimistic, arguing that the return on investment to date has been small. In a US study of ICT in Silicon Valley schools, Oversold and Underused
, Larry Cuban observed: “After two decades during which US presidents, corporate executives, and educational policymakers extravagantly promoted new and powerful technologies, most teachers and students have far more access than previously, but classroom use continues to be uneven and infrequent.” 

The recent OECD proposals relating to ICT and education policy
 suggest that we may need to consider factors other than access to the technology and new forms of content in order for ICT to make a significant impact on the learning process. As the OECD document highlights, there is a growing body of research which indicates that:

“if the introduction of modern ICT into educational institutions is to result in more effective outcomes, only some of the factors that matter lie within the technology itself: hardware, software and the like. Just as important, and perhaps more important, are the ways in which educational institutions are organised and the wider policy frameworks within which the technology is located.”

European Schoolnet agrees that there is now an urgent need to place much more emphasis on issues related to the (re-)organisation of learning but it is insufficient to restrict this to learning that takes place only within formal educational institutions. Research into ‘whole-school’ approaches towards the implementation of ICT remains vital. The integration of a range of technologies/infrastructures, the development of new career structures for teaching professionals and support staff, new tools for evaluation/assessment, and new models for both curriculum and professional development are extremely important and will be covered in Part 1 of a proposed Integrated Project. Increasingly, however, ICT is delivering the possibility for learning “anywhere, anytime”. Part II of an Integrated Project will focus on the organisation and support of learning that takes place out of school (in the home and the community).

In short, it is suggested that significant and systemic change in education may only take place when society can achieve a much better integration of learning that takes place both in and out of school.

Project Rationale and outline
The EUN Integrated Project will be based on a detailed vision for how eLearning may develop within a 5-10 year timeframe and a set of scenarios for how ICT may impact on teaching and learning both within schools and the larger community. The EUN scenarios articulated in its THINK study
 have been well received and have also stimulated much interesting discussion. It is suggested that an Integrated Project should essentially provide a research framework that:

1 further develops and helps to implement the THINK scenarios via a series of large-scale experiments and demonstrators;

2 identifies factors that inhibit change and the full realisation of each scenario in a large-scale, test bed of participating schools;

3 provides policy roadmaps for the realisation and implementation of the scenarios in a number of countries.

In particular it is suggested that an Integrated Project should focus on how the implementation of the THINK scenarios are likely to require major institutional and organisational changes to schools as we extend virtual learning environments and increasingly move towards ‘a curriculum without walls’.
 

Developing the THINK Scenarios

The THINK report outlines four key scenarios:

1. ICT strengthens centralised regulation of schools.

2. ICT supports the creation of schools as ‘learning organisations’.

3. ICT supports the emergence of schools as core nodes in their communities.

4. ICT fails to deliver. Technology melt down

It is suggested that an Integrated Project should particularly address the second and third of these scenarios.
Scenario 2: ICT supports the creation of schools as ‘learning organisations’
The second THINK scenario suggests that schools must be given the scope and capacity for innovation and must particularly develop a capacity for educational R&D. The aspiration is that “networking with other teachers and with colleagues from relevant sectors connected with education research will support the creation of an R&D culture within the organisation.” 

THINK recognises that such a scenario will place considerable demands on the teacher but the changes envisaged to the current model of the school and its organisation are probably more incremental than revolutionary. For example, traditional forms of assessment and accreditation of achievement remain but schools also develop new tools for summative and formative evaluation. Similarly, schools continue to help pupils acquire basic knowledge and skills but also promote self-managed learning. ICT here enhances pupil autonomy and motivation, encourages collaboration with pupils in other schools and involves closer links with the local community but, while significant organisational change is required to implement this scenario, the focus is still very much on the school as an institution.

Part I: New Learning needs New Schools
It is proposed that Part I of an EUN Integrated Project would examine the importance of factors such as school leadership, curriculum structures, assessment requirements, schools’ timetables and class sizes as key factors that need to be considered in conjunction with the technology. As well as drawing on existing EUN networks of leading-edge schools, Part I would also seek to involve schools and initiatives taking radical approaches to institutional reorganisation
. 

The outcome of this work would include:

4 Surveys, and identification of ICT best practice related to the transformation of schools into ‘learning organisations’;

· Scenarios and guidelines related to how technologies can support organisational change;

· Identification of inhibitors to educational change;

· Time scales and technology roadmaps for the ‘re-engineering’ of schools in a number of countries;

· A set of policy measures that are deemed necessary in order to scale up the project and enable the majority of schools to become ‘learning organisations’.

Scenario 3: ICT supports the emergence of schools as core nodes in their communities

The third THINK scenario is considered to be the most radical but, as such, is particularly suitable for an ambitious Integrated Project. Scenario 3 envisages “a school system five years or so down the line, that has committed itself to a view that, for all students, developing confidence and competence in their own ability to learn is the primary objective of schooling.” Under this scenario the local and wider community are directly involved in setting the agenda for investigative learning. Pupils are also actively involved and share processes: planning, execution and evaluation.

The THINK report suggests that the transition to this scenario will require dramatic changes in the use of time, space and human resources both within and outside the school gates. While Part I of the EUN Integrated Project will address organisational issues within the school, Part II will examine the possibility that implementation of ICT in learning will only be fully successful if consideration is given to the use of time, space and human resources outside the classroom as well as inside the school. Again, the recent OECD proposals suggest that this is an important issue worthy of future research in that:

“The extent to which computers are used jointly by teachers and students in classrooms appears less than the extent to which they are used by either students or teachers individually, out of the classroom: for completing assignments, for e-mail, or for locating curriculum material.”

Building on the third THINK scenario, therefore, Part II of the EUN Integrated Project would particularly examine how pupils exploit ICT to support learning outside formal learning environments and particularly in the home. 

Part II: Reschooling not Deschooling Society

It is some thirty years since Illich suggested controversially that “school is an institution built on the axiom that learning is the result of teaching” and that “orphans, idiots and schoolteachers’ sons learn most of what they learn outside the ‘educational’ process planned for them.”
 One does not have to subscribe to the polemics of deschooling, however, to appreciate that much valuable learning takes place outside the school. It is a sobering thought, for example, that three quarters of a child’s waking hours are not in a classroom, and for most of that time they are not under the direction of a teacher. As Abbott observes:

 “Sometimes we teachers forget, as does the public, that there is not a child in the western education system who, between the ages of 5 and 18, spends more than 20% of its waking hours in a classroom.”

Evidence from emerging research into the impact of ICT also gives us reason to look beyond the school building with reports that there is currently a disparity between the home and the school regarding the amount of access that pupils have to ICT. The UK’s Impact2 findings, for example, suggest that primary school children spend three times longer on ICT at home compared with school, and secondary pupils spend four times longer.

More worryingly, other studies suggest that there may also be a mismatch between school and home experience of ICT and the quality of the learning that is possible when using ICT in each location. In Australia, Downes and Reddacliff
 observe that there is a growing gap between primary children’s experiences of ICT at home and at school with approximately 70% of children in their research expressing a preference for using ICT at home. The main reasons for this were seen as:

5 the type of hardware/software available at school compared with that at home

6 a quieter environment

7 longer duration of access

8 less restricted access, greater control

Studies in the UK
 similarly suggests that “pupils often appear to be frustrated and demotivated by the restricted and controlled nature of school learning with its emphasis on basic skills, whereas home access offers freedom with regard to time, purposeful use of content and choice in the direction of their learning”.

It is possible, of course, that the mismatch between the home and the school experience of ICT will be temporary and that the successful redesign of schools as ‘learning organisations’ (Part 1 of the Integrated Project) will provide opportunities for creative learning using constructivist pedagogical approaches both within institutions and the boundaries set by national curricular. However, it remains to be seen how quickly such changes in school organisation can be realised. A re-engineering of schools, for example, is likely to involve: significant and ongoing capital expenditure on hardware and infrastructure; the introduction of new assessment mechanisms; and agreements concerning new career structures and terms and conditions of employment for teachers and support staff. There is a real danger that this may happen (if at all) at a much slower pace than the availability of ‘anytime anywhere’ learning and collaboration that is fast becoming available to the majority of pupils outside school.

At present the policy implications of all of this are unclear, not least because much of the research related to home-school links is based on fairly small-scale studies in what is a fast moving field. There are also serious methodolgical problems with regard to work in this area. For example, what observation and evaluation instruments should one use to measure virtually 24x7 ICT use by pupils in both fixed locations
 and on the move?

Part II of an EUN Integrated Project could play an important role here as a major pan-European initiative that would:

· Assess to what extent fast moving social changes, based on consumer scenarios involving the ‘pervasive computer’ and ‘ambient intelligence’, may undermine the ability of schools to provide compelling learning experiences via up-to-date ICT-based learning networks;

· Evaluate how schools in a number of countries can support pupils’ eLearning that takes place outside formal institutions;

· Outline strategies for how schools can leverage widespread (broadband, always-on, low-cost) access to ICT hardware, software and online content that is available in homes and the wider community in order to enhance learning within the school;

· Provide a set of policy recommendations that are deemed essential in order to enable the majority of schools to become what THINK calls “core nodes in their communities’.

Integration

Starting with 22 ministries of Education, this project will consolidate and extend existing EUN research networks. These already involve a critical mass of key actors in all parts of the eLearning and ICT value-chain (policy makers, pedagogical and technological researchers, innovative teachers and school managers, school network operators, infrastructure suppliers, commercial hardware and tools’ vendors, content developers and publishers, standards bodies).

The successful implementation of the THINK scenarios will require a high degree of technical integration involving broadband delivery, wireless networking, access via new varieties of mobile/handheld devices, new types of knowledge mapping, more intuitive interfaces etc. Transforming schools into ‘learning organisations’ will also require a level of technology integration that is much more ‘transparent’ and user-friendly. In order to effect major organisational changes within the project, the RTD focus needs to shift from the ‘novel’ use of ICT within schools towards ICT becoming a more familiar and accepted agent of organisational change.

With its aim to integrate learning that takes place both inside and outside schools, the project will also involve many players that are currently only marginally involved in educational research: parents, manufacturers of consumer electronic devices and mobile phones, game developers, interactive television providers, community groups, and ‘informal’, collaborative, online (P2P) networks established directly by young people themselves.
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