The Learning Innovation Network : Enhancing Student Learning
Abstract

In Ireland, demographic, social and cultural changes have resulted in increased participation in education by full-time students [1],[3].  Institutions are effecting policy changes so that accredited professional development programmes are available to staff to better equip them in providing quality teaching and enhancing the student learning experience.
1.
Introduction

Ireland is undergoing rapid change marked by demographic, social and cultural shifts and large-scale investment schemes in infrastructure.  In third-level education, this has been reflected in vast increases in participation by full-time students and a growing interest in lifelong learning
 [1][2][3][4].  
Within the Irish context, the Institutes of Technology (IoTs) were established by the Department of Education and Science “to provide balanced education to the highest international standard and provide learners with flexible higher learning opportunities [1]”.  In order to meet their remit and respond to evolving educational demands, IoTs are being increasingly required to pay greater attention to improving teaching and enhancing student learning [10].  As a result they need to effect policy changes so that institutional staff and management are provided with the skills and development opportunities to better equip them for their expanding role in [3], [4], [5], [6];

· providing better quality teaching, 
· catering to an increasingly wide diversity of students and 
· improving the student learning experience
The Learning Innovation Network (LIN) project, funded by the Strategic Innovation Fund
, is a three year collaborative project between the Irish IoTs.  Recognising the need for student learning to be placed at the centre of institutional policy and change, the goals of the LIN project are;

1. The scoping of agreed Academic Development Programmes in Teaching and Learning - consisting of accredited workshops, continuing professional development programmes (CPDs) and PG Certs/Diplomas/Masters.  These programmes will be used to support institutional staff in planning, running and monitoring “innovative activities to engage their students in effective reflective learning [11]” and improving “the quality of their teaching, their student learning and their assessment of learning outcomes [8]”.  .
2. The provision of a centrally coordinated repository service and portal of teaching and learning resources.
3. The development of a National Excellence in Learning and Teaching Award - to provide national recognition for excellence in teaching and to encourage institutional staff to reflect critically on their teaching practise..
In this paper, the LIN model is proposed as a sustainable model for teaching and learning.  The results and feedback accruing from the pilot delivery of the PG Cert in two centres will be discussed from the perspective of sustainability and the impact on the student learning experience.
2.
The LIN Model
The LIN project emphasises the significant role of Higher Education institutions as a context for learning [9] and the need to focus on development programmes to support staff in encouraging a more student centered learning environment.  Consequently, the LIN model comprises the following (see figure 1);
Surveys : Three national surveys
 will be carried out throughout the duration of this project.  

Teaching and Learning survey –will be deployed to all IoTs in April 2008.  The main goal of this survey is to identify the development programmes required by institutional staff to effect better quality teaching.
VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) survey –will be deployed mid/end 2008.  Whilst all IoTs encourage academics to use the VLE (or VLEs) at their host institution, initial feedback is that the ‘take up’ of academics regarding VLE usage is quite low
, despite students’ expectations.  The goals of this survey
 are to identify the drivers and barriers to e-learning.
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Figure 1 : LIN model

Student survey – A pilot version of the student survey has already been completed at one of the institutions.  It is planned that a national survey will be initiated mid/end 2008.  The goals of this survey are to;

· Identify student reactions to the online learning environment
 at their institution. 

· Build a profile of the students.

· Identify the student perspective on academic practise.
A before and after analysis of academic practice will be carried out to assess the impact of development programme uptake on the student learning experience.

Academic Development Programme: Informed by the Teaching and Learning survey, a suite of accredited workshops (which can used as building blocks to accredited CPD
 programmes) will be offered to academics
.  These accredited CPDs will be designed to act as ‘stand alone’ programmes or ‘stepping stones’ in the achievement of PG Cert/Diploma/Masters awards.  The LIN project is currently investigating the creation of a sustainable, innovative, cost-effective model for the delivery of academic development programmes through blended learning and encompassing microteaching and reflective practice.  At the moment, a case study is being undertaken at two IoTs
.  
Centrally co-ordinated repository/portal : The creation of an inter-institutional repository of teaching and learning resources, in addition to the establishment of a national institutional community of academics, researchers, institutional staff and management, working together to promote innovation in teaching and learning and fostering inter and intra-institutional collaboration and communities of practice.
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� The national policy goals include; “upskilling the population and life-long learning, social inclusion, widening participation, citizenship skills [3]”.


� “A €300m, 5 year Strategic Innovation Fund for Higher Education was established under Budget 2006, aimed at promoting collaboration, reform and quality improvement in the higher education sector [6]”.


� The project team works closely with the heads of the Teaching and Learning centres at the designated IOTs.  


� A number of surveys regarding this topic have been carried out in some institutes, but as of yet, no sectoral wide survey has been instigated.


� See “The Higher Education Training Needs Analysis (HETNA)” survey, carried out by the HE in Scotland in 2004. 


� “Online enrolments have continued to grow at rates far in excess of the total higher education student population.  Almost 3.5 million students were taking at least one online course.  All types of institutions cite improved student access as their top reason for offering online courses and programs.  Student demand for online learning is growing.  Online education is critical to the long-term strategy of the institution.  Online education is strategically important to increase student access and grow continuing and/or professional education”. Excerpts from “Online Nation – five years of growth in online learning”, 2007.  A survey of 2500 institutes and universities in America conducted by the Sloan Consortium.


� An example of a CPD is “Facilitating Learning.”


� Alternatively, existing CPD programmes will be adapted to meet the remit of sustainability and cost-effectiveness (from the perspective of delivery).


� Even at this early stage, feedback from the participants at these IoTs has been very positive and has resulted in a better student learning experience.





