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Executive Summary
The Open University has for thirty-three years provided supported open and distance learning at higher education level, based around two principal features: high quality learning materials and effective academic and generic learning support provided by locally based Associate Lecturers.  Over this period, the initial forms of audio-visual materials (broadcast and/or cassette) have been augmented by the provision of digital resources delivered on CD-ROM or online and tuition and student interaction have become available on-line as well as face-to-face.  This model has been remarkably successful and has allowed the OU to build up to student participation levels of over 200,000.  

In the last five years, a number of developments in higher education (HE) have combined to mount a significant challenge to our current curriculum and learning delivery methods.  On the demand side they include the evolution of our student profile (more students of ages 18-24) and the strengthening of vocational motivation for study with the OU.  On the supply side, conventional HE providers have expanded their part-time HE provision and have developed eLearning capacity through the use of the Web and the operation of Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs).  In both these ways they have increased their capacity to increase their share of our market, particularly as they master the techniques of on-line distance education, while at the same time expanding the OU student population has become more difficult than at any time in our 33 years of operation.

The OU has in these circumstances to re-reformulate its learning and teaching strategy in order to exploit new opportunities in curriculum delivery, in learning and teaching models, in processes of learning materials production and delivery and in mechanisms of student support in order to enhance the position of the OU as the leading provider of supported, open, distance learning in the UK and around the world.

The reformulation of the Learning and Teaching Strategy (L&TS) is summarised below in five principal objectives which aim to capture the analysis and activity, in the areas of learning and teaching provision, that are required to maintain and enhance our historic pre-eminence in supported, open and distance learning in higher education.  They are abbreviated in this Executive Summary to the principal statements without exemplifiers.  The full statements of the objectives are set out in the main text between paragraphs 20 and 48.

Objective 1 (deliver the academic programme): to create, deliver and support the courses, programmes and other learning opportunities (using the most appropriate pedagogic strategies and media) in order to provide the means for OU students to:

i)
develop intellectual abilities and both breadth and depth of understanding to appropriate levels (degree, diploma);
ii)
master the subject-based professional abilities in appropriate subject areas (e.g., Business Studies, Social Work) to the appropriate level;

iii)
master the generic skills and manifest the appropriate attitudes and values associated with successful graduates (e.g. oral and written communication, progression to independent study, effective and co-operative work in groups);

iv) become effective and independent learners, including the ability to master the modern means of distance learning (e.g., information retrieval and analysis, online group-work, use of standard IT tools).

Objective 2 (improve learning and teaching effectiveness): to refine and enhance the effectiveness of our students’ learning and of the University’s teaching methods.
Objective 3 (enhance and extend eLearning): within the L&T strategy, to extend the University’s capacities in eLearning in order to enhance the student’s learning experience through the ICT-based implementation of  appropriate pedagogic strategies in its courses and programmes.
Objective 4 (improve competitive position): to improve the OU’s position as the leading provider of open, multimedia and online distance learning in the UK and throughout the world.
Objective 5 (integrate middle tier strategies): to bring our collective understanding of the student experience to bear upon the process of interweaving the planning and activity across the middle tier of strategy formation and implementation, especially in the C&A strategy, the L&T strategy and the Student Support  strategy. 
In order to deliver the outcomes of the above 5 objectives, the following four supporting activities must be pursued:

Objective 6 (increase flexibility): to increase openness and flexibility of study where possible.
Objective 7 (improve institutional operation): to exploit to our advantage the wide range of knowledge of, and expertise in distance and online learning that is contained within the OU.
Objective 8 (deliver high quality): to assure the highest achievable quality (that is, the greatest degree of fitness for purpose) of the materials and services provided by the OU in the four areas of academic quality, pedagogic quality, media product quality and quality of service.
Objective 9 (increase cost-effectiveness):  to enhance the cost-effectiveness of the OU’s course creation, production, delivery and learner support systems.

The above strategic objectives are high-level aspirations that have to be exemplified in operational objectives applied to the activities of various units across the University.  The operational planning is to be taken up with each unit concerned to identify its contribution and set appropriate targets and due dates.  
Introduction

1.
The present Learning and Teaching Strategy (L&TS) of the Open University was written in 2000 in a climate of substantial growth in funding and student numbers and in the early days of the development of large-scale utilisation of online learning methods in the UK higher education community.  It has successfully guided our interaction with the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), which has funded projects in the Learning and Teaching area, and especially in eLearning, on the basis of acceptance of the OU’s strategy.  It also set significant targets for the uptake of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) in the service of teaching and learning support, which the University is presently preparing to meet, in 2004 and 2005 for Associate Lecturers and students respectively.  This same period, from 2000 to 2003 has seen a remarkable rise in the OU’s use of ICT, especially email and Computer-mediated Conferencing (CMC), to the point that the OU is now one of the largest users of these technologies for learning and teaching in higher education (HE) in the world.  The University has also developed applications of its own to meet its particular needs, e.g., to deliver secure assignment handling (eTMA) and computer-mediated telephone conferencing (LYCEUM).  The present L&TS has therefore served the University well in substantially moving forward the University’s learning and teaching objectives. 
2.
In the same three-year period, however, there have been substantial developments in the HE sector in the UK, new factors in the global HE market and a substantial change in the OU’s financial and recruiting positions, along with a more acute perception of the need to shift the OU’s brand image.  The assumption of adequate continuing growth rates in student numbers, and hence HEFCE funding, has not been borne out by events.  The beginnings of significant national and global competition in online HE provision are now apparent.  More worryingly, it is apparent that the OU now suffers from an external perception (however erroneous in fact) that its methods of course production and presentation are too dated, the courses themselves too lengthy and demanding for today’s time-poor potential student and that its national character makes it appear remote in competition with local HE providers who are aggressively recruiting mature part-time students.  Further, the exploitation of online learning methods and technologies has become commonplace in conventional universities in the UK and abroad, largely through the adoption of standard Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), which means that the means of serious competition in distance learning is being put into place.  
3.
The L&TS needs, therefore, to be revised to meet today’s circumstances and to operate coherently with the two other middle-tier strategies, the Curriculum and Awards Strategy (C&AS) and the Student Support Strategy (SSS).  It is also the case that the OU’s top-level Strategic Plan is currently being revised; the middle tier strategies have to support the Strategic Plan in an integrated fashion.  
4.
This document will use a set of terms that sometimes are used interchangeably but signify different aspects of the L&T process that the OU creates and delivers.  To assure clarity in the text below, the following set of definitions will apply:
i)
distance L&T: L&T in which the student is geographically separated from the teachers or creators of the learning materials and services;
ii)
open learning: a learning system in which the student is free from constraint (e.g., the four “opens”) and, in particular, has control over the sequencing and pacing of the learning and assessment activities;

iii)
supported learning;  a L&T system in which tutorial and/or generic learning support is given to the student by a tutor, either face-to-face, by correspondence, by telephone, online or in some other manner;

iv)
eLearning:  a learning system in which the materials and services are delivered through digital means, either stand-alone computer applications or using digital communications (“online”).

The OU is a distance teaching organisation; it provides supported learning of various types (some online, some face-to-face, some by correspondence or by telephone); it provides eLearning on a wide variety of courses.  But even though the OU often describes its L&T system as “supported open learning “, it is not particularly open as a learning system, since it requires its students to begin study at set times, submit assignments at set times (and therefore, to complete the study of parts of the course by set times) and complete end-of-course assessment at a set time.  However, it should be noted that the lack of openness in this regard has often been seen as an advantage, as the pacing of activity driven by the assessment timetable induces timely activity on the part of the student and thereby increases retention.
Purpose of the Strategy
5.
The fundamental purpose of this strategy is to clarify the objectives of present L&T activity and to indicate directions of change that will enhance the students’ learning experience and secure the OU’s position as the leading HE distance education provider.  The three middle-tier strategies (C&AS, L&TS and SSS) have distinct areas of activity but have to work in concert to achieve this purpose.  In general terms, the C&AS addresses itself to the question “What do we teach and what awards do we give”?; the L&TS determines how we teach, how we expect students to learn and how to support that learning through tutorial provision by Associate Lecturers; the SSS focuses upon how the University can provide generic support for the learning activities of our students through the work of the Associate Lecturers (ALs) and by other means.  Sometimes these distinctions become blurred, for example when the “what?” – collaborative study by geographically isolated students – demands a particular implementation, or “How?”, e.g., computer conferencing, or when a particular learning objective - conversational fluency in a foreign language - requires a particular type of AL intervention (telephone conferencing). But in general there is a variety of possible realisations, in materials and services, of a particular set of curriculum objectives.  
6.
The L&TS therefore has to articulate the OU’s policies, operating principles and directions of activity and of development in relation to the following aspects of our work: 

a.
the appropriate relationship of pedagogy and technology for the implementation of distance learning models, as they are applied to particular types of:
i)
subject matter
ii)
level of study
iii)
expected type and level of learning outcome
iv)
student disabilities
v)
student abilities and expectations
vi)
intended market;

b.
the media we use and the creation, production, delivery and learning support processes that we support, to achieve the OU’s pedagogic objectives 

c.
the forms of academic and generic learning support provided by ALs and by other means;

d.
the future development of our distance and eLearning strategies and capacities, from pedagogic, technologic and competitive standpoints;

e.
the cost-effectiveness of the creation, production, delivery and learner support processes required of OU Courses;
f.
the processes of initial and continuing professional development of all staff concerned with the development, production, delivery and support of our courses;

g.
the role of institutional and pedagogic research in promoting evidence-based practice in course creation, delivery and learning support;

h.
the processes of quality assurance and quality enhancement of the courses we create, from the academic, pedagogic, media product and the quality of service viewpoints;

i.
the effective interweaving of those aspects of the OU’s programme of distance learning that are set out in the C&A strategy, the L&T strategy and the Student Support Strategy (for example, the capacity of the OU to support the Governmental priorities for higher education, of student number growth rates of wider participation, increased diversity, increased retention, support for students with disabilities, increased employability and more efficient progression).
7.
The strategic objectives of the L&TS and the implementation plans of CAUs, LTS, IET, the Library and Student Services must define policy and practice in relation to these issues in such a form as to assure that the objectives guide action at the Faculty, Programme Board and Course Team levels. 
The L&T Strategy within the Middle Tier 

8.
The L&T strategy is one of a set of strategies, making up the middle tier of strategies that support the University’s Strategic Plan.  Principal amongst these strategies are the Curriculum and Awards (C&A) strategy and the Student Support strategy.  The division of activities and areas of concern and policy amongst these three strategies are to some extent arbitrary. For example, summative continuous assessment (principally the TMA and the end of course assessment) performs the function of setting standards and evaluating student achievement and therefore falls within the remit of C&A.   The TMA also carries a strong formative element through the feedback provided by the AL to the student.  AL generic learning support is a principal part of our teaching processes, but this function resides in the Student Support portfolio.  The role of Associate Lecturers is to support the learner both in engaging successfully in a particular course of study and in becoming a more efficient and effective learner. It is often difficult, and probably unproductive to try to separate these two forms of supportive activity. It is logical, therefore, that in subsequent versions of the middle tier planning process, all three middle-tier strategies should be integrated into a coherent guide to our teaching and learning programme.  
The eLearning Strategy and the VLE Procurement Exercise
9.
The OU has at present a very large complement of course materials, services and learning support that is delivered by what is now described as eLearning.  At present, we have 252,000 users of our computer-conferencing system, 350 courses that make use of some form of digital material or communications and 178 of them that require online access.  The OU supports 48,000 computer conferences and 1000 conferences that are moderated by OU students.  80,000 assignments per year are sent, marked and returned electronically.  In 2001 the OU produced 773,000 CD-ROMs and 3000 DVDs.  By any standard the OU is a major player in the eLearning business.  

10.
The OU has plans at present to expand the scope of online communications, and eLearning, in particular through its requirements on ALs and students to have access to a computer and online communications.  The present position was established at Senate in the summer of 2002:
i)
by 2004, all ALs will be required to have access to a computer and online communications facilities;
ii)
by 2005, all students can be assumed to have access to a computer and online communications facilities;
iii)
by 2005, all courses will be expected to provide some form of eLearning activity as part of the course;
iv)
a set of baseline, generic, online services, broken into three phases of implementation, is to be provided to all OU students; the first phase of implementation will be delivered in 2004.
11.
The OU has come to this position in a relatively piecemeal fashion.  In relation to the acquisition of eLearning systems and applications, the OU has bought some of its applications from commercial suppliers and produced other applications in-house.  With respect to the application of these resources it has responded to disparate demands of particular course teams and individual enthusiasts.  During the same period, a substantial number of HEIs, in the UK and abroad, have entered the eLearning market by purchasing commercial, integrated packages of applications (bundled together under the name of a “virtual learning environment”, or “VLE”) with which to develop supplementary facilities to a standard, campus-based HE system and thereby producing facilities that can deliver online educational provision.  These systems allow UK HEIs to compete directly with the OU in providing blended learning programmes in major UK cities and also allow global providers to compete in the online education market.  While these developments can be seen to be strongly technology-led, they have driven substantial change in HEI practice and ability in a short period of time.  From now on, in a manner that until recently might have seemed unnecessary, we have to monitor systematically the performance of our competitors, nationally and globally, as the emergence of eLearning removes distance as a protection from competition.
12.
It is important to stress that there are many advantages to be gained, over and above sustaining our competitive position in distance learning, from implementing an eLearning strategy across the University.  Amongst them are the pedagogic advantages of being able to: 
i)
enhance the learning opportunities available to OU students (such as providing online tutorial and generic learning support or conversational practice in foreign languages);

ii)
deliver a widened range of pedagogic models (e.g., collaborative learning online or resource-based learning using digital resources), which is especially important in developing programmes that lead to particular qualifications or named degrees, where progression towards learning independence is required; 
iii)
deliver a more personalised support service to students by utilising information stored on the Customer Relations Management (CRM) system alongside information on the student’s progress logged through a VLE;
iv)
provide adaptive, computer-based formative assessment to allow students to evaluate and assure their progress at suitable points in their study and hence build their confidence as students;
v)
meet more effectively the needs of disabled students;

vi)
consider the possibilities of extending the openness of our distance-learning system by being more flexible about start dates and assessment dates to allow students to progress at a rate that is compatible with other parts of their professional or personal lives;
vii)
more easily reuse and / or reversion the high quality learning materials we produce.

Some of the above features can be implemented now; others will require research to develop new systems or work to adapt systems being used by other providers.  By incorporating eLearning in a systematic way the OU can enhance the student learning experience, enter new markets successfully and maintain its competitive position in open and distance learning. 
13.
It is therefore time for the OU to take forward an eLearning strategy that will engage with the full range of issues, increase the types of learning opportunities that we can provide, allow us to expand our provision into new markets (global delivery, work-based learning, continuing professional development) and to implement a wider range of pedagogic models to appropriate groups of learners.  As we develop a consensus on the types of eLearning that the OU should deliver and the pedagogic rationales for so doing, we have to examine the available production, delivery and learning support systems to select the next-generation VLE, that can implement our desired eLearning programme, enhance our supported open learning model and keep us at the forefront of eLearning creation and implementation.  .  

Internal Contextual Considerations
14.
There is a group of policies and activities within the University that impinge directly upon the L&TS.  They are enumerated below with a brief commentary as to their impact upon the L&TS and its implementation:
i)
the course and programme dimensions to the OU’s academic offerings.  Increasingly the OU is engaging with the development of organised sequences or pathways of courses leading to a particular award or a named degree. The courses that make up a given programme or pathway can have differentiated mixes of academic content, professional and personal skill development, along with differentiated degree of online learning activity.  The aggregate learning outcomes of the courses in a pathway should meet the requirements of the named degree or award, with different component courses playing differing roles in this process.  The course production and presentation process must create and deliver the variety of products and services that provide the range of learning outcomes needed by the programme specification for the award or degree.  Each course within the programme may contribute a particular mix of academic content and skills development; it will be the aggregate experience of the courses within the pathway that will deliver the learning outcomes of the programme specification.  On the other hand, each course within a programme must function as a self-sustained offering for students who wish to study a wider range of courses than is contained in any one programme.  
ii)
the course models review: in the service of greater cost-consciousness and efficiency of production and to assure more coherent planning of course construction and learner support, it now has become necessary to constrain the free rein historically given to course teams to design individual specifications of course materials and services for each course we produce.  The University is presently completing a large project, the “Course Models Review”, with the intention of setting out a limited range of models of course materials, services, modes of assessment and student support, from which one will be applied, as appropriate, to the production and presentation of any given course.  This will allow decisions on academic content and skills delivery, the pedagogic models to be implemented, the modes of assessment (formative and summative) and the levels of academic and generic learner support  to be taken in a coherent fashion at the outset of production, with properly estimated costs of production and presentation in mind.  
iii)
pedagogy and technology: by the nature of the OU’s mission to teach and support learning at  a distance, the course materials and services that make up the OU’s offerings have both a pedagogical intent and a technological implementation (where technology is understood in the widest sense, e.g., that books are a particular technology as much as is computer-conferencing).  This L&TS aspires to make the choice of materials and services that make up any given course “pedagogy-led “ and more responsive to market preferences rather than being “technology-led”, while clearly acknowledging that specific learning outcomes will require the use of appropriate technologies to assure their assimilation and achievement by students. For example, developing independent learning requires a digital resource base in the Library, online access for students and training for students with low ICT literacy levels.  To date the OU, like most other eLearning providers, has been predominantly technology-led in its course development, with media allocation (e.g., numbers of CD-ROMs or minutes of video) being specified long before the pedagogic rationale has been established.  Shifting the decision-making in favour of the pedagogic intention will be a demanding exercise, on systems and people alike.
iv)
increased cost effectiveness of OU production.  The OU production process must become more efficient: we must drive down costs, meet deadlines, and exploit production technology more comprehensively, especially in the areas of pagination, versioning and reuse.
v)
target relevance. Targets set in the Operational Plans derived from this L&TS must be achievable on the basis of actions which directly relate to the objectives of the Strategy and which fall within its scope.  More general targets (such as the achievement of Governmental priorities) must be progressed in concert with other areas of the middle tier. 
vi)
implementation of the L&TS at Faculty and Course Team levels: The L&TS, as a middle-tier strategy within the University, will only be successful if it gives effective guidance to course production and presentation activity at the Faculty/School, programme board and course team levels.  The L&TS has to be able to be mirrored at Faculty/School level in a manner that guides choices being made of course materials and services to be included in courses, as well as the range of tutorial support and student – student communication, both to underline the pedagogic and other rationales behind the choices made and to assure that a proper business appraisal has been carried out and approved. 
The External Environment and the OU’s Strategic Responses
15.
Considerable effort has been expended recently, within the Scenario Building process, discussions in the Strategic Forum, the Senior Team and in the VCE, to determine those facets of the present or developing situation, within the UK and internationally, that can seriously affect our business and therefore need responsive or proactive action on our part.  Listed below is a selected set of external drivers that has informed the process of establishing strategic responses to which all OU strategies must be addressed.
i)
the growth of the knowledge economy and knowledge society and the consequent pressure to use HE to provide a skilled workforce to meet the needs of such a society, hence the increased interest of OU students in the vocational relevance of their courses;
ii)
the advent of globalisation of economic, political and educational activity; which forces greater competition;
iii)
the increasingly consumer-like behaviour of students, with expectations of online course delivery, just-in-time delivery, and personalised provision;
iv)
demographic change, UK population expansion through migration, aging indigenous population;

v)
increased competition, from UK blended HE programmes and online HE from providers all over the world (Universitas 21, Heriot-Watt’s “Interactive University”, Phoenix Online, University of Southern Queensland);
vi)
technology and the digital age, which provides greater educational opportunity for distance learners and drives the increasing competition in distance education from online providers;
vii)
UK Government and European politics, for e.g., Governmental policy on funding part-time and adult students, on widening and increasing participation, on foundation degree expansion; the Bologna and eBologna policies for increased European standardisation in HE;
viii)
increased student demand, especially from Asian countries;
ix)
the improvement of social justice in education. 
16.
The University has developed and discussed a set of strategic responses to these external drivers, which are listed below. They have to guide our present and future practice to meet the impact of the external drivers to which they are addressed:
i)
Promote fair access for all 
ii)
Reinvigorate the brand

iii)
Create market responsive, not producer-led, offerings in our markets
iv)
Strengthen leadership in modern pedagogy for supported distance learning
v)
Expand global reach and local presence
vi)
Focus research activity
vii)
Work in partnership 
viii)
Generate more income from more diversified sources
ix)
Ensure cost and quality leadership
x)
Diversify our staff base
17.
This strategy is particularly targeted at contributing to the delivery of responses (i), (ii), (iv), (v), (viii), and (ix).  Response (iv) sits at the centre of our L&T development.  Online learning will expand our global reach and generate income from more diverse sources. eProduction and online delivery will increase our cost-effectiveness, especially if we improve our reuse and versioning capabilities and practice.  One response to which careful thought must be given is that of the desirability or necessity of establishing partnerships (vii) in the area of materials production and delivery, to parallel the curriculum partnerships that are presently being pursued.  Collaborative publishing is one area in which such partnerships (or commercial agreements) are standard practice; related partnerships in online delivery and learning support need to be examined. 
18.
One particular external factor that is not quite picked up in the list given above is the changing characteristics of our student body and the manner in which we should respond to these changes.  The following are suggested as changes in the characteristics of our student body: younger students (10% of students aged between 18 and 24); more vocationally motivated (60 % indicate that career development is a strong motive for OU study); more IT-literate (exposure at school, in the home, large-scale use of mobile communications and computer games); time-poor.  Many aspects of our courses have to be examined in relation to these changing features to assure that content, presentation and support remain in tune with the student population we now serve.  
Strategic Objectives of the L&TS and Commentary

19.
Following from the analysis of the external drivers, the internal context and the emerging learning and teaching imperatives set out above, the following paragraphs set out the principal strategic objectives of the L&TS.  
20.
Objective1 (deliver the academic programme): to create, deliver and support the courses, programmes and other learning opportunities (using the most appropriate pedagogic strategies and media) in order to provide the means for OU students to:

i)
develop intellectual abilities and both breadth and depth of understanding to appropriate levels (degree, diploma);
ii)
master the subject-based professional abilities in appropriate subject areas (e.g., Business Studies, Social Work) to the appropriate level;

iii)
master the generic skills and manifest the appropriate attitudes and values associated with successful graduates (e.g. oral and written communication, progression to independent study, effective and co-operative work in groups);

iv)
become effective and independent learners, including the ability to master the modern means of distance learning (e.g., information retrieval and analysis, online group-work, use of standard IT tools).
Commentary
21.
A necessary feature of our courses and programmes to promote successful student engagement is the inclusion of clearly articulated Learning Outcomes at the module, course and programme levels complemented by assessment that properly tests the achievement of those outcomes.  As is stated in the Curriculum and Awards strategy, the corollary of open entry to OU study is the requirement for outcomes-based assessment to demonstrate the achievement of the required outcomes regardless of the starting point or educational background of a given student.  From the L&T point of view, it is the formative use of assessment or self-evaluation that is of crucial importance in promoting student achievement and the building of self-confidence.  The University needs to carry through the programme of specification of learning outcomes, their summative assessment by appropriate methods and their support through appropriately placed formative assessment opportunities built into course work.  In this connection there has been progress in a variety of IT-based assessment methods that should be evaluated for their relevance to OU study as an important part of our enhanced research and development of ODL set out in Objective 2 below.  
22.
The particular knowledge, types of understanding and professional skills to be acquired will be discipline-specific, while the personal and independent-learning skills will be more generic, across the curriculum.  In particular, the enhancement of the OU student’s ability to learn for themselves (“learning to learn”) is signalled as an important objective in all three middle tier strategies (C&AS, L&TS, and SSS).  At least two different facets of this activity need to be kept in mind.  Firstly, the establishment of good habits and practices (note-taking, essay formulation, revision tactics) as exemplified in the “Good Study Guide” and in individual courses is a strong feature of OU student support.  Secondly, point (iv) of Objective 1 points to an enhancement that the OU is in position to provide for its students in training them to make effective and efficient use of modern distance learning techniques (e.g., information search, retrieval and analysis, online groupwork).  Both these areas of enhancement of the student learning ability will promote and make more effective both OU study and any subsequent formal or informal learning activity that the student may undertake.  It is in areas like these that the concerns of all three strategies should be coordinated to achieve maximum effectiveness.  Such activity will also demonstrate the University’s promotion of Government priorities, in particular employability, enhanced retention and progression. 

23.
As mentioned above this strategy will only be effective if its objectives can be interpreted at the Faculty/School, programme board and course team level and prompt appropriate questions concerning production and presentation development at those levels.  Each unit should be able to examine both the “what“ and the “how” of their course materials and services in relation to the four headings of Objective 1: e.g.
i)
how are knowledge, understanding, professional skills, and generic skills, including modern distance learning skills, being taught, reinforced, examined and remediated for our students?  
ii)
is the skills acquisition agenda explicit or an implicit by-product of the presentation of knowledge and understanding? If it is at present implicit, how can it be made explicit? 

(The set of objectives set out in the discussion document commented upon at the December 2003 meeting of Academic Board has been mapped convincingly against the activities of one of the CAUs.)

24.
Objective 2 (improve learning and teaching effectiveness): to refine and enhance the effectiveness of our students’ learning and the University’s teaching methods by the following means amongst others:

i) identifying and exploiting the strengths and applicability of particular pedagogic strategies and practice, through research and the gathering and dissemination of good practice (and salutary lessons) across the University;

ii) assuring the implementation of desired pedagogic strategies and practice through the application of the appropriate  course models;
iii) studying systematically and exploiting the pedagogic practice of other distance education practitioners;
iv)  identifying and examining, in debate and experiment within the OU, new and emerging models of distance education (e.g., application of learning objects, expansion of collaborative online learning).
25.
Objective 3 (enhance and extend eLearning): within the L&T strategy, to extend the University’s capacities in eLearning in order to enhance the student’s ICT-based learning experience through the implementation of  appropriate pedagogic strategies in its courses and programmes, by the following means, amongst others:


i)
evaluating and enhancing the effectiveness of our present eLearning practice, through research, student surveys and the dissemination of practitioner understanding;

ii) 
achieving the present programme to provide baseline online services to all OU students and maintaining the targets of AL and student access to computers and online services by 2004 and 2005 respectively;


iii)
through research, development and piloting, to extend the capacity of ICT to deliver desired learning outcomes and enhance the students’ learning experience (e.g. online AL support, computer-assisted formative assessment):
iv)
transforming the OU’s eLearning capacity through the creation (or procurement) and utilisation of a “next generation” eLearning platform (VLE);

v)
delivering online appropriate parts of our courses, or whole courses and programmes, across the UK and, where appropriate, world-wide.

Commentary
26.
Maintaining a constant awareness of the external environment is a general need across the University.  In the area of L&T, it should focus on competitor practice and innovation in blended learning and eLearning.  Substantial experience of, and effort in, collaboration amongst HEIs will build significant competition for us in the next 5 years.  In some respects it is already with us (e.g. Universitas 21, the Interactive University).  Part of the challenge is to understand clearly how the competition gets its edge – for example, whether it is superior technology, more appropriate content or better service quality.  That information will help us improve our own provision. 
27.
In examining the practice of our competitors, as well as some of our own leading-edge developments, the following large-scale shifts in Open and Distance Learning philosophy and practice can be discerned: 

i)
from print-dominated courses to modern multi-media courses;

ii)
from materials-based learning to communications-based learning;

iii)
from complete materials delivery to greater exploitation of proprietary or publicly-accessible digital resources;

iv)
from whole course integration to course construction based on smaller modules, and in particular, on learning objects;

v)
from individual study to collaborative learning;

vi)
from uniform delivery to all students to more personalised provision.


In developing its eLearning strategy, the University needs to engage with these and other pedagogic developments in ODL, (as some parts of the OU are already doing) to determine the range of advantages, pedagogic and competitive, that they can offer and their applicability to different subjects and levels of study, as well as the changes in practice across the OU that are implied in taking them up.  (In this, as in other, aspects of eLearning we have to learn quickly from the successes or failures of other providers around the world.)  We shall also have to assure that course models are available for the types of course that we wish to implement.

28.
As the OU implements its computer access policy in 2005, we should be careful to minimise its capacity to exclude students from study.  The latest figures on access to a computer for study purposes (96%) and access to the internet for study purposes (92%), along with the provision made to support students on financial assistance to obtain a computer (approximately 1,000 students per year) suggest that we are making good progress in this matter.

29.
Objective 4 (improve competitive position): to maintain the OU’s position as the leading provider of open, multimedia and online distance learning in the UK and throughout the world, by the following means amongst others:
i)
enhancing the attractiveness of OU study (e.g. differing modes of study, elimination of overload, clarity of expected learning outcomes, differing course lengths and assessment modes, etc.);

ii)
enhancing our understanding of the student experience of OU study to increase measures of success (retention and progression indices, successful support of disabled students, career progression indicators) and to enhance our reputation as effective distance learning providers;

iii)
maintaining and enhancing our capacity to work at scale (250,000+ students and clients) while increasing the capacity to delivery personalised services to our students;

iv)
maintaining a critical awareness of developments in multimedia education across the UK and beyond in order to learn as much as possible from actual and potential competitors;

v)
grounding the creation of course materials, services, assessment and student support, to the greatest extent possible, in relevant pedagogic research and the investigation of appropriate technologies;

vi)
delivering the University’s eLearning strategy.
Commentary
30.
We need to work constantly at enhancing the quality and pleasure of the student experience of learning with the OU, in particular to ease the student’s initial experience of OU study.  We also need to recognise that we no longer have to prove our quality or standards by excessive workload or too intensive assessment.  Moderating the size of workload and assessment would both enhance retention, simplify the students’ learning experience and conserve our productive resources, human and material.  

31.
Current reports suggest that the shine has to some extent come off the great claims for eLearning that the dot.com. boom propelled.  But it is more probable that this is a temporary setback.  The communicative power of these media, their scalability and their global reach make them guaranteed players in the distance education of the future.

32.
The programme of international standards in metadata, learning objects, learning designs and similar concerns is now becoming a substantial influence on the development of eLearning systems.  The OU needs to take a more active part in the creation of these standards in order to assure that we remain compatible with them (to allow the creation of partnerships involving the sharing of learning materials) and that we have sufficient influence on the outcomes of these programmes. 
33.
Many collateral factors of the student experience can influence the OU’s rates of retention and progression (e.g., a tutor contacting a student to encourage TMA submission).  We need to research these factors systematically and act upon them as well as enhancing our materials and service delivery.
34.
Objective 5 (integrate middle tier strategies): to bring our collective understanding of the student experience to bear upon the process of interweaving the planning and activity across the middle tier of strategy formation and implementation (especially in the C&A strategy, the L&T strategy and the Student Support strategy) in order to:
i)
enhance as much as possible the degree of student achievement from, and satisfaction with, OU study;

ii)
deliver the aims of the University Strategic Plan;

iii)
meet the Government’s priorities for HE; in particular, the required growth in student numbers, increasing retention, widening participation, supporting students with disabilities, enhancing progression, improving employability and supporting equal opportunities.
Commentary
35.
The implementation of the Government’s priorities for HE, in particular the expected growth rates in student numbers, increased retention, enhanced progression, greater diversity of student population, greater employability of graduates, wider participation, or greater support for disabled students can only be achieved through the combined impact of curriculum development, learning and teaching delivery and effective student support.  It is clear that the most inspired curriculum could be rendered ineffective through poor production quality, inadequate delivery or inappropriate student support.  As all three strategies are refined, the contributions they make to these goals need to be seen in the round and co-ordinated as effectively as possible.  This is an ongoing process.
36.
To support and enable the delivery of the principal strategic objectives the following 4 enabling objectives should be implemented.
37.
Objective 6 (increase flexibility): to increase openness and flexibility of study where possible, by:
i)
carrying through the present programme of Autumn starts for large level 1 courses;
ii) running pilot programmes in more “open” forms of course provision;
iii) researching successful models of more flexible modes of provision running in other universities.
38.
Objective 7 (improve institutional operation): to exploit to our advantage the wide range of knowledge of, and expertise in distance and online learning that is contained within the OU, by the following means amongst others:
i)
strengthening our formal staff development provision and opportunities for CPD;

ii)
assuring that good practice is shared across the University, drawing on the full range of knowledge and understanding of that practice (e.g., the AL experience of learning support and of student use of our materials and services);
iii)
building the greatest possible levels of synergy and co-operation amongst members of IET, KMi, LTS and the Library in the pursuit of the most effective applications of pedagogic and technological research and practitioner knowledge to support CAUs and Student Services in the creation and delivery of our courses and programmes.

Commentary
39.
The OU has an entirely justified reputation for excellence in supported open learning in HE that we strongly wish to preserve.  We value excellence in teaching highly (e.g. through our teaching awards) and see it recognised externally through our successes in the National Teaching Fellowship awards and FDTL funded projects. However, the University is at present entering the early stages of as great a change in the principles and methods of supported ODL as was the case at the inception of the University in 1969-71.  Alongside the practice-based learning of new mechanisms and methods of ODL by central staff, regional staff and ALs there is a growing research literature in the related pedagogy, both the eLearning variety and a more general pedagogic analysis.  In this regard, a striking change in the practice of UK HEIs is the development of courses of initial staff development for teachers in virtually all institutions of higher education, which engage with this literature alongside practical activity and action-research.  These are substantial courses (at Post-graduate Certificate level) and successful participation is widely required as part of the probationary process.  While our ALs have opportunities of staff development built into their OU work, the provision for staff development  for central academic staff is much less clearly organized and the expectations of participation are varied.  The OU needs for a variety of reasons to engage with this issue, particularly the provision of CPD, to assure that we consistently apply the best established practice in our course creation, delivery and support and thus maintain the University at the leading edge of modern pedagogy.  This need for staff development and updating is especially strong in a period in which significant changes will be necessary in the working practices of many OU staff.
40.
At the informal level, across the OU there is a wealth of experience of all aspects of distance teaching and learning support.  This includes the experience of Associate Lecturers and the feedback from students as well as the staff of Central Academic Units, Student Services, the production, research  and resource units LTS, IET, KMi and the Library.  One of the weakest aspects of OU operation is the inability to share the results of actual learning and teaching activity from students to course teams, academic units and across the institution.  Building that collective understanding as a resource that is put to maximally effective use would give the OU a massive competitive advantage and substantially enhance the experience of our students.  One of the principal functions of the refocused activity of IET is to take a lead in the process of determining and disseminating good practice in distance learning and student support, in particular by researching the effectiveness of the suite of course models that result from the Course Models Review and maintaining an informative and approachable website devoted to these topics in the Knowledge Network.  

41.
In the combined understanding and experience of LTS, IET, KMi and the Library we have an unequalled resource to guide present activity and research future directions.  KMi explores developing technologies for pedagogic applicability and develops prototypes for transformation into production systems by LTS Strategic; the role of IET is to research the pedagogy of distance and eLearning and bring the results to bear in course production and presentation both in direct contact with individuals, course teams and Student Services and in collaboration with the Media Account Managers, Media Product Managers and Senior Media Specialists of LTS.  The Library acquires, manages and supplies an increasingly rich variety of online learning resources and advises on their selection and effective integration into courses, as well as offering support to students in their everyday use.  Achieving the maximal synergy amongst these four units in relation to course production and presentation is of paramount importance to the ongoing development of the University.

42.
Objective 8 (deliver high quality): to assure the highest achievable quality (greatest degree of fitness for purpose) of the materials and services provided by the OU in the four areas of academic quality, pedagogic quality, media product quality and quality of service. 
Commentary
43.
The definition of quality that is being applied in Objective 8 is “fitness for purpose”.  The consistent application of this definition should have particular effects in areas where large expenditure of resource is being committed with decreasing returns.
44.
The academic standards of our courses have always been recognised as exemplary – our External Examiner system works extremely well and similar scrutiny should operate at the programme level to maintain this record of achievement.  With the development of the new procedures of institutional audit and discipline audit trailing, the responsibility for discipline-based evaluation of the pedagogic quality of our materials and services has been passed to the University.  The processes of periodic discipline-level review that are being introduced need to be of sufficient clarity and rigour to assure both actual and potential students, to instil quality enhancement as a standard objective of course production and presentation and to maintain our status with the QAA.
45.
In multi-media education, the learning materials are also examples of media products (a website, a CD-ROM, an audio-visual sequence streamed or on DVD).  Each medium, and even more so each combination of media, need to be understood and evaluated in media product terms (e.g. good navigation on a website).  The combined expertise of LTS Media, IET, KMi and the Library need to be harmonized to bring all our expertise to bear to sustain the media product quality of our materials and services, along with the pedagogic and academic quality described above.  Co-operation between Course teams and LTS Media on a day-by-day basis, reinforced by the expertise of the other agencies, will produce the most professional scrutiny of the quality of distance-learning materials and methods to be found anywhere in the world of HE.  
46.
The fourth dimension of quality that particularly concerns LTS and Student Services is the “quality of service” that is assured through the delivery to students, on time and to the level expected, of our pedagogic materials and services along with effective CRM to meet their information and non-academic support needs.  Contributing to quality of service affects all areas of the University, from timely and complete hand-over of course materials from CAUs to LTS to the provision of information and guidance via our help-desks.
47.
The process of implementation and the setting of targets for achievement of the objectives at the CAU, Programme Board and Course Team levels will form part of the Operational Planning activity that will complement the strategic planning set out in this document.  Assuring effective implementation, at the operational level, of the L&TS that is finally agreed will be the most important criterion of its success
48.
Objective 9 (increase cost-effectiveness): to enhance the cost-effectiveness of the OU’s course creation, production, delivery and learner support systems, by the following means amongst others: 
i)
use ICT to modernise production and delivery processes to achieve cost reductions at equal levels of quality (e.g. automatic pagination, authoring environments, versioning, reuse);
ii)
accept measures of standardisation that increase efficiency without significant reductions in quality (e.g. course models);
iii)
achieve an effective specification system for course materials and services that puts pedagogic function before medium selection and organises the production and presentation processes efficiently;
iv)
implement change in the relevant units within the OU that is necessary to achieve the required levels of cost-effectiveness and to deliver the strategic objectives of this plan.
Commentary
49.
The advance of technology related to all aspects of the OU’s operation implies that we constantly keep our production and delivery processes under review and search for developments that will increase our efficiency without unduly reducing the quality of our products and services.  We must not let our historic commitment to quality, achieved through hand-crafting processes, deter us from making the efficiency gains necessary to remain competitive in today’s market, since our competitors are certainly not doing so.   Not all of our competitors will meet our levels of quality or standards of output and therefore we shall have to compete with providers who operate at lower cost than we do and yet capture a share of the market.  We must therefore be vigilant in maximising our efficiency at acceptable levels of quality.  
50.
There are in development, at present, advances in automatic pagination and authoring environments which are expected to provide increased efficiency of production and enhanced flexibility of use (versioning, simultaneous production of printed page and web-based versions of text).  These changes will impact on academic authors and LTS staff alike.  The OU needs to analyse these technical developments for the productivity, quality and flexibility gains that they can bring and to put them into service to realize such gains. 

51.
The Course Models Review described above seeks to thread a middle course between our present system of course team-based design of course architecture and a standardised, one-size-fits-all design solution.  It seeks to achieve at least four objectives:
i)
to establish a limited range of models of course delivery and student support that allows the more systematic specification of resources, focuses attention on the pedagogic decisions that shape media product selection and enhances production efficiency through advanced specification;
ii)
promotes joined-up planning of the use of production and presentation resources;
iii)
enhances the effectiveness of pedagogic research on our distance-learning processes by building more comparability between courses that use the same course model;
iv)
assures that we have the models that allow the progression of learning outcomes through the courses that make up a programme, as specified by the Programme Specification.  

A necessary feature of this scheme will be the evaluation of the effectiveness of the models employed, and the development and/or redesign of the models as the achievements or defects of their operation become apparent.  In this, and in other ways, we must not lose the capacity for innovation in too zealous a drive for efficiency.
52.
An important feature of achieving cost-efficiencies in production and presentation is the delivery of “cost-transparency” through the use of costing tools to determine the full costs of the application of any particular course model in the production and presentation of any given course.  Present costing tools, including those associated with PLANET, need to be applied to all the course models adopted by the University and the actual costs of production and presentation monitored against the predictions generated by the costing tools.  In this way course teams can make informed choices as to the appropriate pedagogic strategy to be employed and the costs associated with any particular choice.  
53.
As mentioned above, it has been an all too common characteristic of the OU's course production process that media resources have been bid for and allocated in advances of the establishment of a proper pedagogic rationale.  This can lead to ineffective of wasteful use of media resources.  The specification of course models and the day-to-day interaction of course teams with Media Product Managers, supported by IET, the Library and KMi, should lead to better media product selection decisions in relation to the desired learning outcomes.  
Operational Plans, Targets and PIs

54.
The type of strategy sketched out in this paper is essentially a “top-down” construction, but taking guidance from many parts of the University.  It is a clear intention that the objectives of the strategy should give guidance and direction at all relevant levels of the University in relation to their contribution to the activities covered in the L&T strategy.  The nature of that contribution will vary from unit to unit and therefore the operational objectives that deliver the intentions of the plan will need to be formulated by each unit in relation to its activity in pursuit of the general goals.  Therefore the operational plans need to be built “bottom-up” and the combined operational objectives and success criteria of relevant units need to be mapped onto the strategic objectives of the learning and teaching strategy as an ongoing process of review of the strategy’s effectiveness and the direction, the cross-university consistency and the efficiency of unit work.  This will be a major task, to be undertaken as soon as the outlines of strategy presented in this paper are refined and accepted by the ruling bodies of the University.
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