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LADIE Top Down Issues

Isobel Falconer, University of Dundee

Overview of gathering/generating Use Cases

The project documented fifteen learning activities, gathered mainly from three one-day workshops.  The twenty-eight workshops participants have been a roughly equal mix of practitioners from HE and FE, and educational developers.  They were known to be e-learning enthusiasts and were invited for this reason. The aim has been to document activities covering a wide range of possible teaching approaches and subject disciplines.  Interviews with individual practitioners are being used to fill in disciplinary gaps in workshop participation.

Our initial intention was to get the practitioners themselves to document their activities in the form of use cases, by providing them with templates and guiding them through the writing process.  The methodology envisaged is shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1.  The communication structure and mediating representations implied by the proposed LADIE methodology

We tried this in our first workshop, but it proved extremely difficult to implement in the time available.  Even with the scaffolding provided by the templates, and experts on hand to mediate the process, considerably more experience of writing use cases would be necessary before this community could utilise this type of representation of their practice effectively.  The main two difficulties, even for this relatively expert group of participants, were in: 

· decontextualising the learning activity and concentrating on the structure of the process; 

· separating the roles and actions of the practitioner in the process from the aims of the learner.

In other words, it seemed that the customary practices of this community, which are generally heavily contextualized (refs) and aim to be learner-centred  were too far removed from those of the learning technologists developing a reference model for the gap to be bridged by a single representation type, a use case, without a great deal of further and peripheral communication that would bring the communities closer together.  Given the time constraints highlighted by Beetham (2001), this means that the representation is unlikely to be effective in this user context.  

In our subsequent workshops we abandoned this approach, and, instead, asked participants to document their activities as case studies.  We provided templates that prompted them to detail the teaching context and learner needs explicitly, alongside a stepwise description of what they, and their students, did during the activity.  This approach seemed to work far better from the practitioner’s perspective.  We then took these case studies and derived use cases from them, consulting back to the case study authors to check our interpretations. 
The main communication around the developing use cases, though, was among the learning technologists in the LADIE team.  This demonstrated clearly that we were two different, though overlapping, communities of learning technologists: practitioner-focused and technically-focused (the project team was deliberately put together in this way to implement the top-down, bottom-up approach), and that a substantial amount of communication between the two was necessary to develop a representation that was meaningful and fit for purpose for both.  This supports Sharpe et. al.’s suggestion that representations of practice should be “enhanced by their participation in collaborative activities” (Sharpe et. al, 2004).  Problems and misunderstandings negotiated through this process included:

· granularity and aggregation – the granularity of a learning activity was the subject of much debate at workshops but most participants settled on something that had a definable beginning, middle and end, generally in the form, provide students with some information, set a task based on the information, report on the result of the task.  Such activities comprised a number of different sub-activities (eg. information gathering, discussion forum, report writing) but these tended to be similar from one activity to another.   In writing the use cases it often proved more effective to disaggregate these sub-activities and re-aggregate the functionality required of similar ones together into generic use cases such as the discussion usecase;

· breadth versus depth – the initial conception of the practitioner-focused team members was that the documented learning activities should cover as wide a range of service components as possible.  However, negotiation over the form of the use cases demonstrated that this supposition was based on a false assumption of the sophistication of existing interoperability standards.  What the technically-focused team members needed was to develop a core reference model based on an in-depth analysis of the requirements of a limited number of core functions such as discussions and quizzes.  The purpose of the case studies, from their viewpoint, was to identify which these core functions were.

Thus, collaborating over use case development proved a very effective means of bridging this partial gap between the two overlapping communities of learning technologists. 
Thus, the eventual structure and mediating representations that will probably prove necessary in the LADIE project to provide meaningful communication between all communities of users looks something like figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Communication structure and mediating representations used in the LADIE project
Gaps
The gap analysis showed that the LADiE sample of learning activities was heavily discussion focused and almost entirely computer or face to face based.  An important question is whether this predominance of computer-mediated and discussion focused teaching reflects what is actually going on among innovative practitioners, or whether it reflects either the data collection methods used in LADiE or the bias imposed by the requirement on LADiE to write a reference model for the e-Framework, which in turn might reflect the current state of interoperability standards.

Problems with collection methods might, for example, be that in our focus on decontextualising for re-use, and our collection method via practitioner workshops, we are missing a number of the more automated activities that are available, for example on interactive websites, simulations, etc. Many of these are, or can be,  reused by being taken over as 'pure' resources.

The lack of activities showing authoring/editing also reflects collection methods, and a conscious decision not to emphasise this aspect in the templates, arising from the sense from the bottom up team that this was a general area that concerns many other domains and would be dealt with elsewhere. 
Workshops and development of the templates

Once the decision was made to use a case study based format for the workshops, we developed templates covering learning context and learning activity, which have been through 3 iterations.  The templates were backed up by crib sheets and glossaries, intended to stimulate teachers’ thinking.

In the workshops we deliberately covered context first, in the hope that this would be more successful in stimulating teachers to think beyond what their customary activities, and to some extent this was successful.
Feedback from the first workshop led to a recasting of the learning context sheet into the same format as the learning activity one, to the inclusion of questions about the difficulty of the activity and the time it took, and to a better integration with the crib sheets.  In an attempt to identify technological bottlenecks we also added questions about what technologies teachers would like to have used.  This was potentially successful, but as the third workshop had only 3 pairs of participants, we did not get very much useful information.

Feedback from the second workshop suggested that the materials were now cast along the right lines, but that for the pedagogy guide even closer integration, and the cutting out of overlap between the two templates, was possible and desirable.  The two templates have been combined into one for the guide. 

Workshop participants at the second workshop felt that in trying to reuse learning activities there was a tension between spelling everything out for the benefit of those teaching in a completely different environment, or technical developers, and overburdening the activities with an intimidating amount of information (particularly off putting for those in closely related areas who could do with far less explanation).  They also pointed out that traditional teaching relies on a lot of implicit practice and social norms, and also a lot of instantaneous self correction.  The shift to technologically mediated teaching is exposing the existence of these implicit skills.

� This section is taken from a paper presented at Networked Learning 2006: Falconer, I., A. Littlejohn, et al. (2006). Mediating between services and learning activities - the user perspective. Networked Learning, Lancaster.








