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Introduction
This paper presents a pilot project case study. It describes a new internet-based approach to training a geographically dispersed group of teaching assistants working with blind and partially sighted pupils in local schools throughout England. 

‘Partners in Learning’ is an accredited course developed by RNIB Children’s Services. It provides training for teaching assistants (TAs) and other support staff who work with blind and partially sighted children and young people in mainstream or specialist school settings. Until now the course has relied on face-to-face training days provided in a small number of geographical locations. This approach has proved increasingly difficult to sustain because of the widely dispersed workforce involved. Consequently RNIB has shifted its training delivery to a blended learning approach which involves much less face-to-face training. This approach may offer a model for training in the wider European context.

Background to the Partners in Learning course

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) is a national UK charity that provides information, advice and support to children and adults who are blind or partially sighted, their relatives and friends.  RNIB also provides direct and indirect services for blind and partially sighted people including training courses for the professionals who support them, and campaigns on their behalf to improve national and local policies and service provision. All these activities are underpinned by research and evaluation.

 ‘Partners in Learning’ is one of a range of courses developed by RNIB Children’s Services for practitioners who support blind and partially sighted children and young people. It is an accredited BTEC (Business and Technology Education Council) qualification leading to an Advanced level Certificate. The course provides training for teaching assistants (TAs) and other support staff who work with blind and partially sighted children and young people in mainstream or specialist school settings. Traditionally, delivery of the training has been structured around six face-to-face training days provided in a small number of geographical locations, which requires trainees to take time off from work to attend. This delivery model has become difficult to sustain as the TA workforce has become more widely dispersed geographically. It is now common practice for schools to directly employ teaching assistants on an individual basis to support one or two blind or partially sighted pupils within the school rather than for the TAs to be employed centrally by a local authority education visual impairment (VI) service. For Partners in Learning, this has meant that more trainees are having to travel a considerable distance to the training venue which has proved costly both financially and in terms of trainees’ time.  Trainee numbers have been falling as a consequence. 

To meet this challenge, in 2007 RNIB commissioned the Open University UK to design and deliver an online version of the Partners in Learning course. This version of the course uses a blended learning approach, involving only two days of face-to-face training instead of the previous six days.  The main purpose of these training days is to familiarise students with the online environment and to enable them to meet each other.
Rewriting the course to fit the new online environment presented some challenges. One of the biggest dangers of online studying is that students can feel isolated and unmotivated by interacting only with their computer. We decided to address this by dividing the 54 assessment requirements of the course into three types - factual, contextual and collaborative. Assessment of factual knowledge is assessed by a multiple choice test at the end of each of the six units. Contextual learning is assessed by written assignments which involve students applying the principles and practices covered by that unit to their own working situation. Both of these two types of assessment are based on individual work. However, collaborative learning is assessed by online discussion activities which students complete in groups of six or seven to set deadlines. This approach means that all students are in regular contact with others throughout the course. 
Evaluation of Partners in Learning: role of the RNIB corporate research team 
The role of the corporate research team is to support RNIB in its work with blind and partially sighted people by providing a robust evidence base for the organisation’s services and other activities through literature reviews and undertaking and commissioning research. Evaluation is regarded as an important means of ensuring that RNIB’s services are of a high standard and that they are meeting the needs of their recipients. It was considered particularly important that an evaluation of the new version of the Partners in Learning course should be carried out as the online method was a departure from RNIB’s usual approach to training and if successful, might provide a model for future courses. 

With a research officer from the corporate research team as co-ordinator, a team from the University of London’s Institute of Education (IOE) was commissioned to carry out the evaluation.  The objectives of the evaluation were to:

1. Identify participants’ experiences of both the face-to-face and online elements of the course in terms of their learning experiences and the ease of access to and use of the different teaching contexts

2. Assess the perceived usefulness to participants of the different learning activities in the different contexts, and the role of the tutor in supporting participant learning.

As a top ranking institution in the UK’s Research Assessment exercise, with considerable expertise in developing and assessing online training provision it was considered that the IOE team would provide a high quality, independent evaluation of the new Partners in Learning course materials.
Evaluation methods
To meet the two objectives the evaluation team used a range of approaches. Tutor and participants’ prior and in-course experiences of both the face-to-face and online elements of the course were accessed using a variety of different specific approaches to data gathering: 

· data from the RNIB PiL-online course enrolment forms; 

· voluntary information and evaluation feedback from the two cohorts of course participants involved in the evaluation study. These occurred at the first face-to-face session for each cohort (the introductory training day for each group which took place on different days and in different locations) and at the second face-to-face session (the second training day), again taking place on separate occasions and in different locations) and at the end of Unit 3, before participants moved onto the three specialised pathway units; 

· self-report questionnaire responses from participants within both cohorts at the close of each unit (Units 1 to 3); 

· two review meetings as well as ongoing telephone and email interaction between members of the research team and the core course tutors;

· focus group discussion between research team members and the course developer and IT support contact and his line manager at Open University UK.

· study of course content and learning support resources in the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE); 

· monitoring of on-line VLE course activity as the core units progressed using tools built into the VLE environment; 

· review of course tasks, tests, assignments, and grade marks 

The perceived usefulness of the course was perhaps apparent in the unexpectedly large numbers of applications for the pilot version (57 participants across two cohorts). This had a number of consequences for the timescale and schedule of the evaluation work. The evaluation focus shifted from evaluating all six units to only evaluating the processes and outcomes from the three core units (from mid April to mid November 2008). The evaluation gathered data from all those participants and tutors who positively opted into the various feedback, observation and evaluation monitoring activities used in the study. The research team worked within the ethical principles and practise guidelines of the Social Research Association (SRA) as well as those required by the British Psychological Society (BPS).
Overview of the evaluation outcomes

With the exception of one or two specific points the two cohorts involved in the evaluation (‘Cohort 1’ and ‘Cohort 2’) both engaged with and performed on the course in a broadly similar way. 

A number of key issues emerged from the evaluation, which are summarised here. 

Recruitment and retention

Heavy recruitment to the course meant that the tutor to participant ratio for the course was inappropriately high, leading to a recommendation that this should be changed to a ratio of 1 tutor to 15-20 students and so offer a more workable ratio. Nevertheless, course retention at the end of Unit 3 was 79 percent (45 of the 57 who started the course): a very considerable achievement for a pilot course of this type. 

The majority of those participating in the course fell within the target demographic for the course and were mostly teaching assistants. They came from a range of working roles reflecting the diversity of current job descriptions in the Visual Impairment (VI) support sector in England. Equally the course qualification entry level had been appropriately set in relation to the educational background and qualification levels of those taking part. The qualification also offered a valid career progression route. 

By the end of Unit 3 the overwhelming majority of participants rated the range of content, level of content, relevance to professional needs, and quality of the course materials very positively. Overall the participants felt that the course was having a positive impact on their practice in a number of ways both at the level of their own individual practice with those they supported or worked with and in terms of their work setting in general. 

Online resources and support

Despite the apparent popularity of social networking sites and the wide use of email for work purposes, few of the participants had prior practical experience of working on-line for collaborative work. Perhaps as a result, the use of online discussion groups in the VLE was a very demanding element of the course experience for many users. This signals a need in future courses to acquaint participants with these aspects of online learning before they undertake the course. Providing pre-course opportunities for participants to explore, use and be active in, the VLE before any assessed activity is undertaken is also a key issue. 

The evaluation also noted that there was variation in the extent that online resources were accessed and used by participants. Some resources were not accessed at all by some participants perhaps because they felt they knew the material already. Such a view places a high priority on local practice and knowledge, which may be wrong or not up-to-date. Requiring all participants to access all materials at least once would minimise this issue and ensures that all participants work from a common base of knowledge.   

The quality of the IT interface (the VLE) and their IT support was rated very highly by participants. There was also clear evidence that participants felt that course systems were at an appropriate level and were comprehensive, supportive and relevant to their current needs and practice. Equally, participants said that the resources provided within the course and accessed online, were valuable and very useful. They also engaged positively with the various assessment activities provided and found they supported their learning. Written assignments were generally found to be a useful form of assessment; but these needed to be marked and returned quickly, if participants were to benefit from their tutors' otherwise helpful, comments. Respondents generally found the use of a multiple choice test as a means of assessing their factual knowledge, useful: some users tested themselves during the unit, others, at the end of the unit.

Some participants experienced difficulties with certain aspects of the VLE, such as knowing where particular tools and options were located within it and how to use them. Not all participants were fully aware of all VLE functions; the design of the 'Timeline' scheduling guide and the layout and use of the discussion forum proved challenging for some people.
However, tutors and participants alike used the personal messaging tool within the VLE extensively and found it useful and valuable for communication between tutors and participants and between participants.  Participants also made use of their own online groups for discussions. However, the VLE set-up restricted them to accessing only their own groups’ discussions and not those of other groups. Extending access to the discussions of all the groups would have increased participant opportunities to engage with a wider range of views and practice discussions. 

The course development team has responded to the findings of the evaluation in a number of ways for the second wave of students who enrolled in January 2009. We have built in practice activities so that students can complete unassessed discussions and assignments before starting on assessed activities.  We have revised the course timeline to make it easier to follow and the guidance for assignments to encourage students to make more direct reference to the course materials they have used. We have considered but not adopted the suggestion of giving open access to all discussions. 
Concluding comments
Overall the pilot of the online ‘Partners in Learning’ course has been a success. For the future, a number of points bear consideration and may have relevance for others wishing to adopt similar approaches in their own national settings. In the case of the RNIB course and where applicable, other projected courses, consideration should be given to identifying how future recruits to a course are prepared, prior to and at the beginning of the course, for: 

· Online working strategies in general. 

· Collaborative online study strategies and using VLEs in practice for exchanging ideas and research. 

· The development of participant independent learning skills.

Consideration should also be given to how the training of tutors for their on-line role can be anticipated and carried out before tutors start their on-line work:

· For tutoring on-line in general.

· For using the specific VLE and its tools in the course.

More broadly, course development teams, in considering the utility of using online courses to address geographically distributed course delivery, should consider how participants' training and study experiences inform their work-base practice. This implies a need to develop course-impact indicators for assessing the effectiveness of the course, not least because these might help persuade employers to use the courses in future if positive outcomes can be demonstrated. There is also a need to look at the possibility of developing the role of local mentors in future, in particular how they could provide workplace support and feedback for participants in conjunction with course tutors. 

Overall, it can be said that RNIB, in moving to an internet based approach, has increased the range of training options available to employers and participants. Building evaluation informed by participants’ experiences into the development process is a useful way of developing courses.
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