Distance Learning for Post-Experience Students

1. Background

In 2010, we received a NAIRTL grant for the purpose of identifying keys to the success of distance learning courses offered by ULearning, the educational arm of the Enterprise Research Centre (ERC) at the University of Limerick. Research was conducted via interviews, focus groups, telephone interviews and email surveys. Due to time constraints and lack of resources, research was confined to a convenience sample of ULearning staff, students and alumni. Resulting data was analysed and themed to identify values, attitudes, structures and processes that contribute to the success of ULearning’s programmes. 

Because this paper is aimed at practitioners who are interested in practical keys to effective distance education, I refer to student data only briefly; insights obtained from management, administrative and academic staff are more useful in this context.  

2. History 

The ERC has a history of collaboration with industry in the transfer and application of academic expertise; its primary focus is optimising organisational performance. The Centre has three strands: basic research, applied research, and education programmes. Basic research consists of largely EU-funded projects in the area of enterprise optimisation. Applied research uses the findings of basic research projects to solve real-world problems with companies. Education programmes address specific needs and increase organisational capability and capacity. Each of these strands feeds the others: best practice from the theory and practical application informs the education programmes, and education programmes help identify gaps that can be bridged through further research. 
3. Offerings

ULearning currently provides education to over 900 individuals. Its current offerings are listed below:

	ULearning Offerings

	Undergraduate Diploma/BSc

(NFQ level 7 & 8)
	PG 1-yr Specialist Diplomas (Level 9)
	MSc’s

(Level 9 & 10)

	Supply Chain Management
	 Supply Chain Management
	Lean Sigma Systems

	 Science & Technology
	 Lean Systems
	Healthcare Operations Improvement

	
	 Six Sigma
	Technology Management

	
	 Lean Healthcare
	

	
	 Technology Commercialisation
	

	
	 Innovation Management
	


The format of these offerings varies somewhat, but all are delivered via blended learning. Class sizes range from three to 79 students. Diploma programmes are designed to be completed within a year, and Masters’ within 2-3 years; ULearning is flexible in response to student needs, but the majority of students finish within the prescribed parameters.

4. Student Response

That ULearning’s offerings are effective is amply supported by student data. Focus group data indicated that students had chosen ULearning’s programmes based on relevance of content; and convenience and flexibility in scheduling; and the reputation of the programme (more than 20% of focus group participants indicated that the programmes had been recommended by colleagues who had gone through them): 

I like the flexibility of not having to be here, and I like the mix of everything, and I also like the fact that there are different sectors and experiences people have, and also that people travel from all over the country because the course has a reputation. And also what (the Manager of Educational Programmes) said (at orientation): family is first, work is second, this has to come after. – Focus group participant

A number of students and alumni compared ULearning favourably to other distance learning programmes. Reasons included applicable course content, organisation and communication, accessibility of instructors, and helpfulness and responsiveness of administrative staff. 

5. Keys to Success
According to my research, the reasons for the success of ULearning’s offerings fall into four main categories, as illustrated by the graphic below:
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Each of these categories is addressed in the following sections. 

5.1. Programme Structure

In an interview, the founder of the ERC articulated the philosophy behind ULearning’s programme structure:

It’s about removing structural barriers between the individual and knowledge. The model I use is the London underground: there’s an individual at Heathrow who wants to get into the city, and every tube station is a module. It could be from his company, it could be from this institution, it could be from the intranet or anywhere. It's about getting the right knowledge to the right person in the right format at the right time. Some people are concerned about progression and certifications, but I'm not. I'm exclusively concerned with the individual and how best to aid the individual.
This approach underlies the structure of all modules offered by ULearning. The programmes follow the traditional academic year, with individual modules being offered once or twice a year depending on demand. 

Each module includes three tutorial days on the UL campus, during which students meet instructors for 2-hour tutorial sessions. On-campus days are well-organised, with abundant signage to direct students, and coffee/tea and lunch supplied to students. Staff feel strongly about the importance of these on-campus days:

On the on-campus days, members of staff are always there from 9am till their first break at least. Students know we appreciate their coming in on a Saturday, we respect them. It’s a good opportunity to get feedback and be seen as approachable.  – Manager of Educational Programmes

We try to make it as easy as possible for them, so all they have to think about is the study. They don’t have to worry too much about anything else – they come along, they’re given their books, they’re fed, they’re given very detailed information of where to go. They’re not just told, “It’s in C1-061,” and they have to find the room themselves – we give them all the details. We hand-hold them a little bit – that’s what’s been successful about things.  – Administrator 1

Aside from these optional tutorial days, students learn on their own schedule, via reading, discussion forums, projects and teamwork. ULearning staff understand the challenges facing the students, and do all they can to accommodate their needs:

It’s probably one of the most flexible courses in the country in terms of understanding the needs of those who are in full-time work – or unemployed – and building a course that meets those needs and requirements. While tough and challenging, these courses are doable with a family and a job. – Instructor 1
I try to force deadlines, but I give extensions when I need to – because you can’t tell your family, “We can’t go to that wedding because I have to study.” I find if you're genuine and fair, people will give back to you.  – Instructor 3

Students often choose ULearning’s programmes because of their structure and flexibility. However, their feedback points to several ways in which the programmes could be improved:

· A more thorough on-campus orientation. Currently ULearning offers an optional half-day orientation during which students are introduced to Moodle and other resources. Students also meet the instructors of their introductory modules. A number of students would welcome a longer orientation including supervised practice with technology, and greater exposure to course material.

· More support and guidance about study schedules. Currently students are left on their own to manage their study time. They requested general study schedules: “If you’ve read this much by this date, you’re doing fine.”

· More opportunities to network. Many focus group participants who had been attending classes together had not known each other’s names until they introduced themselves in the focus groups. They asked that more information be available online and that informal discussion groups be scheduled during tutorial days. 

5.2. Administration

ULearning’s organisational climate (processes, informal practices and behavioural norms) is permeated by a strong philosophy and ethos. 
Research in organisational culture highlights the impact of the personality and character of those who found organisations. This is very much the case with the ERC and ULearning. The ERC’s founder consistently advocates that educators understand the realities and challenges facing geographically-dispersed students juggling careers, families and education; and that the focus of educational programmes be on the individual student. 

ULearning functions slightly outside the central UL systems. Students register using Moodle (ULearning’s LMS) and administrative staff handle all interactions with UL systems (e.g., admissions, registrar, library). Although this creates an administrative burden for ULearning, administrators see it as advantageous for students. Their attitude reflects a respect for students and a focus on their needs and interests:

One of my top priorities is accessibility. If students have any questions or concerns, they can be in touch with someone who is competent enough to give answers to those questions, so students don’t feel they’re being pushed from pillar to post. The administrative staff are all familiar with all the programmes – and if there’s something we can’t come up with straightaway, we’ll look into it and come back to you tomorrow. So there’s an element of respect there, students feel that they’re being dealt with professionally.  – Manager of Educational Programmes

As a first point of contact we’re very important. We get a lot of questions, and lot of conversation about their personal problems. Half the time they just need a conversation – you need to be a psychologist. For a distance learning organisation there’s a lot of personal contact. The students need it – they’re alone a lot of the time and they get de-motivated. So a lot of our job is to keep them motivated when they get on the phone and they’re stressed out and think they might fail because they haven’t the assignment done. You just have to talk to them and say, “We’ll work around it – it’s okay,” and that’s all they want to hear. – Administrator 2

ULearning instructors echoed the view that there are advantages to students in an organisation that sits slightly outside the university structure:

Because it sits outside the formal university structure it offers opportunities for more flexibility – for instance, using outside practitioners for instructors. – Instructor 4

I think sometimes (the university) structure can be an impediment, because these courses need to be flexible – instructors need to be able to change things depending on the needs and interests of a particular cohort of students – and sometimes that can be difficult.  – Instructor 1

ULearning’s student focus stems from an underlying value shared by staff members from the very top of the organisation. This kind of organisational commitment is required to establish within a larger institution a culture that is accessible and responsive to students. Administrative staff see themselves as responsible to students even when that causes friction between them and the central University systems:

The idea of ULearning originated because there no were structures within the University for doing what we did. So we created the structures – and we did it under the radar screen.  – Director, ERC
We’re like a little mini-university within the University of Limerick, because we buffer the students a bit. We’re conscious that they’re mature students, they’re in work. They’re not based on campus, so they can’t just call into the administration of the university like normal students can. And they don’t have time to be calling up and being put from Billy to Jack, as normally happens in big organisations. So we act as a go-between between the big administration within the university and the students themselves. And I think that’s one of the key issues that make us successful from the students’ point of view.  – Administrator 1

In terms of the flexibility required to deliver courses like this, if it wasn’t a little bit external to the university I think it would be more difficult to be as flexible and as open as is required. There are so many barriers. Within the university per se, there’s a strict existing methodology of how one should teach, and people are fearful of moving past that.  

It’s great that the (ULearning) programmes have been in existence on the periphery for a number of years, because we now know with confidence that what we do delivers value and meets academic standards. – Instructor 1
These comments by ULearning staff suggest that some degree of tension is necessary between the university’s central systems and an organisation focused on the requirements of students. It reflects the difficulty of achieving the correct balance between the needs of the individual and the mandate for efficiency, especially in these times of “doing more with less.” 

5.3. Course Content

Mature students select programmes that have direct relevance to their lives and work; a majority of ULearning students and alumni reported that they chose ULearning’s offerings in order to qualify for career changes or job promotions. In recognition of this reality, relevance and applicability are touchstones of the ULearning curriculum. The organisation starts by consulting with end users about the type of content that is needed:


We collaborate with industry in developing our content, to make the courses relevant and applicable. A programme can address a particular need but not be applicable. You can get courses that tell you all the theory – but they may not show you how as well as telling you how. Our assignments ask students to look at their own organisations – so students are learning to look critically using the theory, rather than learning off a whole load and not doing anything about it… – Manager of Educational Programmes
In addition to collaborating with end users on initial programme development, ULearning hires instructors who understand the need for relevance and applicability. This understanding is reflected in their design of individual modules:


My content is very practical. It’s statistics, but it’s written from the point of view of visualisation and interpretation of data in context. We’ve left out most of the maths because we use a software package. Instead we focus on people being able to use data in a report or explain it to someone who doesn't understand statistics.  – Instructor 3

I teach the core fundamentals of the Lean process. I want to get organisations from a broad spread to understand that Lean is applicable throughout their organisations, not just in manufacturing. Lean is a way to think about whole systems. – Instructor 5

In Project Management and Finance, my core objective is that folks come out of the module able to converse with a professional in that field in their workplace – maybe conduct an interview to hire someone, or keep a project manager on their toes. I want them to be able to ask salient questions.  – Instructor 2

These comments indicate that instructors have thought about the ways in which their students are likely to use module content in future, and have designed content so as to help students bridge the gap between learning and application. 

5.4. Teaching Methods

Although students often choose programmes based on content, teaching methods are equally important in terms of student learning. ULearning student feedback highlighted the importance of teaching methods such as real-world examples, opportunities to apply (and receive feedback on) what they had learned, and teamwork. Several instructors described their role as quite different from that of traditional classroom lecturer:

For me it’s about facilitating learning rather than teaching – helping them find their way through the information. That’s necessary in light of the amount of time we have together.  – Instructor 4
The teaching methods utilised by students’ favourite ULearning instructors will sound familiar to anyone involved in education:

In the first tutorial I set the context of the course by going through a set of statistics. That helps them make sense of the assignments because they know what the finishing line looks like.  – Instructor 3

I’m trying to bring the course material to life. In the first lecture I tell students they have books, articles, loads of information on the internet if they want to browse. Then in each tutorial I take one topic and bring it to life with examples from my working life. – Instructor 5

Regular feedback is important – they have to do four discussion board entries and I try to give them feedback on each one directly after they submit it. So they have feedback on 60% of their grade before they sit the exam. – Instructor 4

It really helped when I went through demonstrations/examples step by step and allowed them to ask questions. I also found it helpful to revisit the assignments once they had been handed in and graded.  Then they had tried the techniques and I was able to make sure they understood the material, which appeared again on the exam. –Instructor 6

In the last two years, integrating reflective pieces into the courses has enabled me to get direct feedback on what they’re learning and what they think is important – and it also closes the loop in terms of the student’s own learning. There’s reflection build into all their assessments now. Everything they write, I ask them to reflect at the end on what they’ve learned from it. It helps them sit back after writing an academic piece and say, “What have I learned? How has this impacted me? How has my view of the world changed? What am I going to do differently in the workplace?”  – Instructor 1
Notably, teamwork was seen as very effective by students. At first glance distance learning may not seem to lend itself to teamwork, but ULearning instructors have found a variety of ways to incorporate it:


In my Information Systems module I assign students to work in teams of two. Each team gets 18 questions to answer; team members find answers within their own companies, then compare notes and learn a lot from their partners about differences between industries.  –Instructor 2

This year I was very explicit about learning together. I assigned a project where 3-4 people went into a company together to do an audit. I also set up discussion boards with questions like: How do you set up certain processes in your company/industry? Do you do it in such-and-such a way? If you don’t, why not – why doesn’t it work in your industry? And I told them that on the exam they were going to be required to cite examples from industries other than their own. Suddenly the conversations on the boards were getting more specific in their applications! – Instructor 7

They work in teams from the onset when they take my courses. I’ve used stuff like movies, online gaming (in particular a simulation where they’re put into teams and carry out roles). I get them to critically analyse papers in teams. They’re somewhat resistant to this in the beginning, but they tend to learn a huge amount from each other academically. And then there are all the other benefits in terms of building bonds with other people on the course, which they wouldn’t do merely using discussion boards, etc, on Moodle. – Instructor 1
Of note, the modules which incorporated the greatest amount of teamwork were the ones most often cited by students as having benefits beyond the actual content: in particular, making connections that supported learning outside the classroom and beyond the module; and practising teamwork and problem solving skills that were applicable in the workplace.  

As in more traditional classroom environments, incorporating effective teaching methods is demanding in terms of time and energy:

I give feedback within five days, seven at the outside. I use feedback as a teaching tool. That’s the hardest part of the job – to write constructive feedback that they learn from. – Instructor 3

I interspersed reading (on information systems) with assignments – they read a few pages, then do an exercise where they apply the material in the workplace. They submit 2 portfolios to me. I ask them to write a reflection at the end of each portfolio and they really think it works. Correcting all the work is killing me, though! – Instructor 2

To do a proper job of it, you have to put in a lot of effort. Time-wise it’s about on a par with an on-campus module, but there you can just get into a routine – you go in at your lecture time and you have your set notes, whereas this takes more preparation because you have to make sure you're doing things right. – Instructor 7

In summary, many teaching methods that have proved effective in the traditional classroom environment can be adapted to a blended/distance learning environment; however, as in the traditional classroom, these methods require time and effort on the part of instructors.  

6. Technology

It goes without saying that technology is a key consideration for both students and staff involved in distance learning. Among ULearning staff and students, some found the technology a hindrance, others intuitive and useful – often depending on their general level of computer literacy. There was general agreement that Moodle was flexible and user-friendly, although there are opportunities to redesign the ULearning platform to make it more uniform and easier to navigate. Some instructors have begun to incorporate additional technology in their interactions with students:

I have a 24-hour response time for questions – I use Gmail chat and post general answers on the Moodle forum, and I also offer to Skype with students. (Technology enables me to be) very approachable.  –Instructor 3

Many students and staff expressed the desire for even more use of technology. At present tutorials are not recorded and available online; both students and staff felt this would be useful. Students in some modules have found Skype valuable to enable collaboration on team projects; instructors are considering the idea of Skype tutorial sessions, in addition to podcasts and webinars. The instructor who has been most proactive in incorporating technology articulated her approach:


Ten years ago, we took pieces of technology off the shelf to perform functions they hadn’t been designed for. I don’t think it delivered, and as a result a lot of people are quite scared of technology. If you look at technology as an enabler but not the starting point, it works quite well. I choose a piece of technology to enable a core function that is required to reach a learning outcome. So I suppose I’ve integrated technology organically. It hasn’t been, “Ok, here’s the solution, now what will I teach?” it’s been, “Here’s what I want to teach, so what technology solution is available for me to enhance my teaching?” So I’ve moved from being a technophobe to being a techno-lover.  – Instructor 1

7. Transferability

The current research is limited in scope to distance learning provided to post-experience learners who are (or have been) employed. However, some of the instructors expressed the conviction that their teaching methods could be tailored to undergraduates as well as post-experience learners. As one instructor said:

There’s no difference. There’s what I call the student space, which is where all the interaction between you and the student takes place. You have to invite them into that space – they won’t come in unless you make it interesting, fun, and applicable in their context. With industry students you do it by using examples from the industries where they’re involved – for instance, when I’m teaching in Intel we talk about Intel. With undergraduates you have to make it real life – “this is how you’ll get a job.”

There has to be something in it for them. – Instructor 3

8. Conclusion 

Data derived from this research indicate several keys to effective delivery of blended/distance learning:

1. Academics and designers must partner with end users to develop content that is relevant and applicable for learners. 

2. Management, academic and administrative staff must understand the challenges faced by the learning cohort they serve, and respond flexibly to these challenges when required.

3. Those responsible for instructional design must require that academic staff incorporate teamwork and appropriate technologies so as to engage learners and create community, and must support them when they lack the skills to do so.

4. There must be an expectation that academic staff will spend as much time in structuring the online learning environment and interacting with students as would be required to teach a traditional classroom-based module.

5. There must be a strong focus on the individual student (rather than on students en masse) at every level of the organisation. 

6. These values – collaboration with end users, flexibility, innovation, commitment, and student focus – must permeate the organisational climate: structures, processes, informal practices and behavioural norms. 
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