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Professional Network Coordinator Report


Rationale 

At Queen Elizabeth High School we have been developing a learning platform for over a year. The learning platform is a continually growing resource which has the support of an increasing number of teaching staff.  The encouraging response to the learning platform from both staff and pupils plus the fact that QEHS works in close collaboration with its partner primary schools led to the proposal to develop the QEHS learning platform into a shared resource between all of the partner schools. In order to allow staff from both sectors time to work together and to introduce them to the concept of learning platforms and to provide them with access to a learning platform for their pupils it was proposed that this project should apply for GTCW funding. As an integral part of the activity all staff would learn the new technical and pedagogical skills needed to work with a learning platform. The opportunity to develop new ways of working with pupils and new ways for pupils to work was also an important consideration. This proposal fits well with the skills agenda, personalising learning and allows for pupils to work independently in a number of different and challenging ways. The funding would allow extra time for the staff to meet, learn new skills and create resources. 

Activities undertaken

A learning platform allows for a wide range of online activities to be undertaken and the decision as to what to do was an important one. A vast range of resources already exist online and it proved a good starting point for staff to learn how to put together groups of such resources in a way that their pupils could access. A few well written instructions allow most pupils to work independently through the tasks and either meet new information or to revise and further develop existing knowledge and skills. 

For the teacher the developmental activities fall into two categories, the technical and the pedagogical. Initially the focus was very much on the technical as without this it is not possible to develop or use a learning platform. Initially the topics covered were how to set up a course and the different options available followed by an introduction to some of the tools available to teachers and what options exist for pupils. Weblinks and file uploads are a good starting point and allow staff to make a quick start on the system with rapid results following. Many teachers have a stock of either websites that they like or material they have created that can be used to populate a course quickly. 

The next phase consisted of learning to use activities such as assignments and quizzes/tests with a brief look at the possibilities offered by the use of wikis. The final phase involved looking at how the work was presented to pupils, what they would be expected to do to use them and what the educational outcomes would be. This process resulted in the redesign or revisiting of the courses to improve or refine them so that they led pupils in the right direction and gave the necessary support for pupils to be successful.

Outcomes

The development of a learning platform is along term activity. Many of the outcomes will only be evident over the long term. Some staff required more support to become confident with the system than others and took longer to become capable of developing resources themselves. All the staff involved succeeded in creating resources but to varying levels of complexity or depth. 

As all the material created is now on a learning platform however, it is available for staff to use in all the schools that are in the partnership. This means that the immediate outcome in terms of accessible courses is that a range of material is now available for use that is beyond what a single school could produce in the same time period. The collaborative effort is immensely rewarding in terms of the quantity of material created and the short time frame involved. All of the material when finished is available to all the teachers involved in the project for use with their pupils. The projects are highly varied and include the following.

· Maths revision course

· Introduction to Christmas in France

· Compare and contrast activities using images from a local paper
· Book review and recommendation wiki

· A study of the development of Carmarthen town centre over a 100 year period
· An eco-schools joint course to share good practice and ideas between schools
The wide variety of courses, which include many different ways of working, allows staff to experience a range of possibilities early on in their use of the learning platform and from this to look at ways of developing them further in the future.

The use of an open-source solution for the learning platform allows for steady growth at the natural pace of the school involved. This pace will also be driven by the skill level of the staff and the enthusiasm of the staff. It is important that staff feel comfortable with the development and believe that their efforts will be rewarded by improved pupil performance in a variety of areas both knowledge and skills based. 

As the main focus of the project was to have time to learn how to develop courses on a learning platform it will be some further time before pupils will have a chance to use the system themselves and further time before it becomes clear what is most effective and what activities will need revision or redesign. Pupils will then need time to learn all the possible ways that it can be used and in particular the fact that they can contribute to course or activities independently. Many pupils lack confidence and need reassurance that they are allowed to contribute to online material that already exists. 

Until the system has been used for some time and network members have the opportunity to reflect on how it works in practice it is important that any feedback or further dissemination is restricted to an outline of what is being undertaken and when the outcomes can be considered. This time period will be determined by the amount of time that staff in each school can spend on the learning platform and that in turn will depend on the availability of computers for pupils to use for accessing the system. 

Initial feedback can however be to head-teachers of the all the partner schools allowing them to consider the potential impact of the learning platform on the attainment of their pupils and to set that against the demands of the whole school curriculum both now and in it's new form for 2008 the near future. 

Way Forward

The further development of the learning platform will need to take a number of routes. The staff involved with the network may well want to develop both their skills and their resources. There will need to be a substantial period of time for pupils in the network schools to access and use the resources. This involvement of pupils will lead the staff in different schools in possibly different directions in response to the way the teacher works and the way that pupils in each school respond. What works could well be developed further. At some future date it will be very beneficial for staff to meet to share and compare their experiences and to further develop effective practice. This could possibly take the form of a further GCW network project. 

At the moment the products of the network activity stand ready to be tried and tested with pupils. the resources and activities that were anticipated have been created and are available for use. 

By working collaboratively the range of resources available is much greater than could have been achieved by one school especially when considered in relation to the time taken. As such this must be considered a great success. The manner in which the use of the learning platform develops will become clear over time. There is no need to pressure staff into its use it is far better to support staff as and when the need develops. The situation can be reviewed regularly but by the end of this school year a clearer picture will have emerged and future plans can be drawn up. It may prove beneficial to build subject teams to create shared resources or to develop resources to address a specific skill set.

An important factor in the further development of the leaning platform is the response received from pupils when they use it. Previous experience suggests that the social networking aspect is one that usually causes the greatest impact at first. This is usually followed by the ability to communicate easily with staff, often informally, followed by the access to learning materials that the system affords. The last feature that pupils seem to understand and use is that of collaborative working through the use of Wikis. This may well be because as the learning platform is a school based resource and they feel uncomfortable about adding their thoughts to it in a public way. This type of educational activity is however considered by teachers to be very valuable, future development work may well need to be focussed around this particular way of working and discovering the best way to engage pupils with it.

