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"Putting eLearning Policy into Practice – Online Learning and Teaching for Educators’ Programme in Northern Ireland (OLTE)"
How it all started

In 2003, the Education Technology Strategy Management Group requested that the Regional Training Unit for Northern Ireland (RTU) develop “a programme of online professional development for the education community in Northern Ireland.”  The programme had to support the goal of the Northern Ireland Empowering Schools Strategy (2003) www.empoweringschools.com, 

‘that all young people should be learning, with, through and about the use of digital and online technologies”.

This request followed several years of exploratory work which involved among others the Department of Education for Northern Ireland funding a group of educationists (17 drawn from all sectors of the educational community) to undertake a Masters in Educational Technology
  in 2001.  These educationists have subsequently been described as “eLearning
 pioneers” and many of them have laid the foundation for future online activity in Northern Ireland.  Also, at this time a number of online pilots were trialled (Online Support for Professional Development in RTU, Online Support for Professional Development in SEELB, Schools of Thought, PGCE Online in University of Ulster and GCSE ICT online)
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In response to this challenge, the RTU after considerable research and dialogue with the educational community, designed, developed and gained accreditation for a modular, practical blended
 programme which was called Online Learning and Teaching for Educators Certificate (OLTE).  This Certificate is accredited through the Open College Network Northern Ireland (OCN) at Level 4 {15 credits} and uses the Blackboard virtual learning platform. The OLTE programme was developed by working with colleagues who had completed the Masters in Education Technology and were experienced in delivering online education. 
In terms of the ET Strategy, the objective was to build critical capacity.  Initially this was targeted at the education support services staff and the strategy was to help develop their online pedagogical skills so that they in turn could support teachers and help teachers move into using an online environment with their pupils.   
The OLTE Programme

The aims of the OLTE programme are to:

· provide experience of learning online and develop online tutor skills; 

· encourage participants to engage in critical thinking in relation to the development and evaluation of e-learning; and 

· equip participants with the experience of designing, developing, implementing, tutoring, reviewing and evaluating online learning experiences and programmes. 

The programme consists of three progressively more challenging practical units with the focus on the pedagogy of online learning.  The OLTE programme aims to transfer the participants’ effective teaching skills into an online environment and thus the programme can be viewed as a sort of “teaching practice online”.  

The first unit (Notional Learning hours of 30+ over a period of 6 weeks) is an introduction to online tutor skills.  In this first unit, participants gain experience of being an online learner.  The second unit (Notional Learning hours of 30+ over a period of 8 weeks) focuses on designing, implementing and tutoring an online lesson.  In Unit 3, (Notional Learning hours of 90+ over a period of 18 weeks) participants design, implement and tutor their own online learning programme.  A blended learning approach is used throughout all three units which includes face to face and online session.
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Throughout the programme, participants are encouraged to engage in reflective, self evaluative activities and this has proven a very effective and powerful learning tool.  Over the lifetime of the programme, the tutors have shared the good practice from past graduates by video taping their reflections, getting some of them to host a “hotseat” discussion and showcase their online courses to newcomers.  The participants are provided with every opportunity to learn new things from innovative software e.g. wikis, podcasts to videoconferencing.
To date, participants have been drawn from the Curriculum and Advisory Support Services (CASS), Classroom 2000 (C2K), the Curriculum Council for Examinations and Assessment (CCEA), the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) and the Regional Training Unit for N Ireland (RTU).  Since 2003, over 100 members of the education community have undertaken the OLTE programme, which in turn has resulted in over 450 teachers, pupils, parents and colleagues gaining experience of working online in their pilot courses.  The experience of these 100 educationists was a positive one and they have encouraged other colleagues to undertake the OLTE programme.
The educational support staff have developed a wide range of online courses including for example:- The role of the advisory officer in schools, Information Handling Skills, Citizenship, Reading skills, ICT supporting pupils with special educational needs and Developing the role of literacy coordinators.
Moderation

It was decided at the outset that in addition to the RTU OLTE internal moderation procedures, external evaluation would be included.  Initially this was carried out by Dr Chris Comber from the School of Education, University of Leicester. The external moderation process has been invaluable to the high quality and development of the OLTE programme. An Extract from the External Moderator Comments

“ . . extremely impressed by the programme and think it to be one of most effective, well structured and delivered programmes of its kind”, Dr Chris Comber 2007
Engaging with teachers
In 2007, following on from the success and impact of OLTE on the education support staff, the Department of Education funded the first post-primary teachers’ places on the OLTE programme.  This coincided with the introduction of the revised curriculum for Northern Ireland and also the new “entitlement framework”, requiring schools to offer pupils a minimum of 24 courses at Key Stage 4 and 27 courses at post 16.  
The first teacher group inducted into OLTE was made up of over 50 teachers from some 27 schools spread across Northern Ireland.   The overarching aim of the OLTE programme for teachers was to assist their schools address 3 target areas:
1. developing a strategic approach to ICT developments and online learning in particular;

2. developing collaborative arrangements between schools in general and Learning Communities in particular; and

3. broadening curriculum provision for pupils from age 14 onwards.

In addition to this strategic approach to schools, individual teachers involved have been required to reflect on their practice, develop resources, plan for delivery, teach and assess their pupils in an online environment.  This valuable professional development opportunity allows teachers to revisit the General Teaching Council (GTC) Professional Competences and can be used towards Performance Review and Staff Development (PRSD) requirements.  
There is no denying that the OLTE programme has been a challenge for anyone undertaking it.   The participants are to be commended for their commitment, collaboration, perseverance, generosity of spirit and all important sense of humour. The feedback from the teachers to date has been positive also.

Feedback from teacher participants
“... I would now say that I am an advocate of on-line learning, I feel it has much to offer to students of all ages. It accommodates a range of learning styles, facilitates the display of information in many formats, helps to highlight weaknesses in students learning, as they use the platform to seek advice on aspects they have difficulty with, and we as tutors will have a record of this.” Mrs Eileen McStocker, St Pius X College, Magherafelt 

”Aire Bainisteoirí agus príomhoidí! Níl teorann ar r-fhoghlaim agus níl bac ar ghréasú idirghníomhach. Tá sé ann réidh le dhul!”  

”Principals and managers take note! The sky's the limit with e-learning and there is nothing to stop the tidal wave of interactive networking. It's out there ready to go!” Dara MacCoille, Colaiste Feirste, Belfast
“The future? ...Who knows, perhaps I'll be teaching from home for some of the week instead of at school, maybe the students will begin to extend their learning to outside of the constraints of the classroom and begin to see each other as valuable a resource of information as their teacher.” Robert McKee, Antrim Grammar School
“As a self-confessed "technophobe”, I always knew this course would be challenging, however, I was surprised to find it both highly engaging and motivating. I see the potential online learning has to animate my subject and to enthuse my students.” Sinead O’Connor, St Mary’s College, Londonderry
“The online course has been a challenge however it has massive potential in our schools. Pupils will no longer be restricted to only accessing subjects taught within their schools.”  Sarah Guthrie, Foyle and Londonderry College
 “Being a participant on this challenging, engaging and exciting course has added a whole new dimension to my teaching toolbox . . . The benefits for students are enormous because the possibilities for active learning and using learning methods that suit all types of learners are endless.  For our young people, the online environment is not the vast unknown; in fact it is already used extensively for entertainment, research, communication and social networking. . . . it can also be part of their educational lives. “, Roisin Rice-Cutter St Peter’s High School, Derry
Last year’s teachers developed and delivered a variety of online courses to pupils from across a range of post-primary schools including, for example, aspects of  GCSE History, GCE Science, and GCSE Modern Languages  (A full list is available on the RTU website:  www.rtuni.org ).  

This academic year (2008/2009) some 28 teachers have enrolled on the OLTE programme and at time of writing this article have successfully completed Unit 1.  They have recently started on Unit 2 (January 2009), and will embark on Unit 3 in the summer term with a target for delivery of their online courses in September 2009.  
Post OLTE
Following on from the OLTE programme success, the Department of Education is funding three post-OLTE pilot projects.   These online courses are being developed for subsequent blended course delivery: GCSE Double Award Engineering, Certificate of Personal Education (CoPE) and GCSE iMedia.  The teacher tutors for these pilots are OLTE graduates working collaboratively to deliver “high stake” qualifications to pupils drawn from a variety of schools in their learning communities and beyond.
Graduation Ceremony
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On 13th November 2008 a unique OLTE graduation event took place in Belfast Castle.  For the first time practising post-primary teachers and education support officers (ELBs, ETI, and CCEA) who had successfully completed the OLTE programme, were awarded their certificates in a joint ceremony.   The certificates were presented by Mr Gordon Topping, Chief Executive of the North Eastern Education and Library Board.  

                                             OLTE Graduates in Belfast Castle

At the ceremony, Tom Hesketh, director of the RTU, commented, “In relation to the new learning paradigms of the 21st century, we realised quite early the necessity to build capacity within the education community to make best use of e-learning environments and actually design and teach successful courses online, whether they be for teachers or pupils. . . ”
The Department of Education is currently inviting post-primary schools in Northern Ireland to apply for OLTE for the 2009/10 academic year.  Priority will be given to applications from schools within Learning Communities which have had no access to OLTE training in previous cohorts, which clearly identify partner schools and have begun to consider which courses have online potential for their school/learning community and could form the basis for Unit 3 of OLTE. 
Innovative Teachers
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Some former OLTE graduates have gained world-wide recognition for their online work.  Tom Fitzsimmons and Ciaran McLaren from Crumlin Integrated College, and Eileen McStocker of St. Pius X College, travelled to Hong Kong to represent Northern Ireland at the 2008 Microsoft Worldwide Innovative Teacher’s Forum in November. 
The teachers were chosen from competitors all over Northern Ireland who entered the Microsoft competition to find Northern Ireland’s most Innovative teacher.  The teachers won through to the semi final stage of the competition – which meant that 3 of the very best 28 teachers in the world came from Northern Ireland!  There were over 80 teachers representing in excess of 60 countries at the worldwide awards. Tom Jackson, Schools Technology Innovation Centre Manager, Microsoft Northern Ireland, said: “It’s great to have two Northern Irish schools competing at the global finals this year. … As the world changes and the skills our children need in the work force of the future change, we need to move education to a model of 21st Century learning. These projects are great examples of the innovative approach we should be taking.”
As educators in Northern Ireland we are all too aware of the need to prepare young people for life and work in the 21st Century.  The OLTE programme will help teachers succeed in delivering quality online learning programmes which in turn will address the current and future needs of our young people enabling them to succeed.  Byron Evans, RTU’s ICT Adviser with responsibility for OLTE reflects, “It has been fascinating to watch and have played a part in the growth of the OLTE programme.  It is daunting to realise just how much needs to be done to ensure that teachers can be just as effective online as they are in a traditional face to face classroom.”

It is sometimes said, “The only place practice follows policy, is in the dictionary”.  The OLTE team
 believes their model is a good example of how developing clear policy first, results in high quality practice.  The challenge ahead for the RTU OLTE team is to grow the OLTE programme while maintaining its high quality and strategic impact.
For further information about the OLTE programme visit the RTU Website www.rtuni.org
� This was a joint venture between Duquesne University in Pittsburgh and the University of Ulster.


� There are a number of misconceptions with the term eLearning.  The preferred definition used by the OLTE programme is:  ‘teaching and learning enhanced by information and communication technologies (ICT)… delivered 'anywhere, any place, any time' using communication tools, content and resources which can be accessed online.’


� Mixture of face to face and online teaching


� The OLTE team in RTU comprises Byron Evans, Fiona Synnott, Geraldine Taggart and Eibhlin Tinneny.





