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Abstract: Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) have huge
potential and can add value to the quality of university teaching and learning.
However, to fully exploit the potential of these innovative technologies, it is
imperative that teaching staff are well informed about how to embed ICT in the
curriculum in a way that is underpinned by sound pedagogy. Professional
development programmes can enable staff to acquire appropriate skills to
effectively facilitate technology-supported learning.The teaching staff from The
Robert Gordon University and Edith Cowan University, are facing similar staff
development challenges. Both universities provide online and distance education
courses to their local and remotely located students. Staff involved in designing
and teaching these courses require knowledge about and skills related to the
appropriate use of ICT within teaching and learning contexts. Both universities
face dual challenges: how to construct staff development programmes which
develop their teachers’ ICT knowledge and skills; and how to include full time,
part time and remotely located staff in such programmes. The authors of this
paper are involved in assisting staff within their universities to develop ICT skills
and have adopted a collaborative approach to designing a staff development
programme in this area. This strategic alliancing between two institutions with
similar profiles, staff needs and ICT experiences is proposed as a viable technique
for implementing effective staff development in ICT.This paper reports on the
initial stage of an ongoing collaborative project which aims to devise strategies to
enable staff to use and embed ICT in their teaching.
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Introduction

The rapid and continually evolving nature of Information and Communications Technologies
(ICT) has brought about changes in the way education and training is being accessed and
delivered (Bates, 2000). The new learning technologies, including computers, application
softwares, the internet, virtual learning environments (VLEs), satellites and videoconferencing,
can most certainly deliver potential benefits. For example, such technology can enhance the
facilitation of  learning by offering a range of learning activities which incorporate various
styles and modes of course delivery. Also, this technology has the capacity to transform
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educational and training systems to become more learner-focussed by incorporating increased
levels of choice and customisation.

Recent research studies report on how students are attracted by and become engaged in the
new technologies due to their interactive nature combined with their capability to incorporate
a diverse range of media (Giouvanakis, Samaras and Tarabanis, 2001; Jonassen, 2001). To take
advantage of the potential of ICT, it is imperative that university teaching staff are provided
with assistance to develop the necessary repertoire of skills required to use the new
technologies, whether they be online (using internet technology) or offline (using static
computerised technology). Fox (1999) and Herron (1998) urge university teaching staff to
consider the adoption of online technologies to deliver courses and support student learning.
However, such an extensive use of the new technologies requires succinct, tailored staff
development initiatives.

Supporting staff in the acquisition of ICT skills is challenging and this challenge intensifies
when staff are located in dispersed locations, such as the rural, highland and islands areas of
Scotland or the rural and remote regions of Western Australia. Considering the similar
requirements of staff at Edith Cowan University (ECU) and The Robert Gordon University
(RGU), the primary aim of this study is to enable staff to develop their ICT skills for the
purpose of integrating such skills into their online teaching. Providing effective training and
development in online learning, is compounded by the complexity of current learning theories
and various approaches in delivering ICT staff development. A way forward is to provide a
holistic, dynamic training and development that that will enable staff to be better able to
facilitate and enhance students’ learning experience.

Based on the above considerations, this research study aims to address the following
questions:
(i) What strategies are best adopted for providing quality, effective and efficient staff
development to meet the needs of teaching staff in using ICT in teaching and supporting
learning?
(ii) What mode of delivery will be a viable model or approach in providing effective, staff
development in ICT that meets the needs of staff?
(iii) How best to target and include part time and remotely located staff in training and
development activities, to ensure increased participation and inclusiveness?

Background to the project

Gaining a competitive edge in the global education market has focussed institutions into
seeking more effective ways of delivering services to their clients and retaining a good market
share. Online or internet based education has been one of the strategies adopted by a
significant proportion of educational institutions on a worldwide basis. The adoption of such
a strategy at RGU has necessitated the recent introduction of a Virtual Campus for the
delivery of its e-based courses, particularly in the niche areas of Off-shore and Gas
Engineering, Nursing and Midwifery, Information and Publishing Studies and Business
Administration. Similarly, the staff at Kurongkurl Katitjin, the School of Indigenous Studies,
at ECU are in the process of extending the proportion of their courses offered online. These
initiatives therefore, have created a need for the up-skilling of staff at both universities in the
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area of ICT. Specifically, staff require knowledge and facilitation skills to enable them to
embed ICT into their curricula and to use ICT to deliver and support online learning.

The occupational and professional nature of the niche courses being offered at RGU requires
teaching staff to be both experienced academics and to have current industrial and/or
professional practice. These requirements inevitably account for significant numbers of
dispersed, part time lecturers. Such staff make valuable contributions to the work of the
university but, because of their work patterns, these staff do not always benefit as they ought
to from the traditional, face to face, staff development activities delivered during working day
hours. This phenomenon was confirmed by results of a recent UK research study, In from the
cold, conducted by the NATFHE Union and other collaborating institutions (Allen, 2001, p.
8). These results were also reflected in a needs analysis of the Scottish staff development
community under the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFC) funded
NetCulture, C&IT Project (2001) which reported: (i) a lack of appropriate skills and staff
development support; (ii) a lack of understanding of the pedagogy underpinning and in-
appropriate embedding of C&IT in the curriculum and, (iv) a sectoral need for appropriate
training and development resources.

The teaching staff at the School of Indigenous Australian Studies at ECU have recently faced
many similar challenges as those encountered by staff at RGU in Scotland. ECU, in Australia,
is similar in profile to RGU, in that it has a dispersed staff population who provide education
and training to the geographical, dispersed community of Western Australia. Teaching staff at
Kurongkurl Katitjin, a School within ECU, have become increasingly involved in the
development and delivery of many online units of study. However, like those at RGU, many
of these staff are disadvantaged when it comes to accessing traditionally delivered staff
development programs. The major metropolitan campus of ECU is based in Perth, the capital
city of Western Australia. However, the School of Indigenous Studies also has regional centres
and campuses in rural and remote areas of the state and staff at these locations also require
specific training in ICT skill development.

As the influx of ICT into universities across the world continues, various approaches to staff
development have emerged.  In the recent past, staff development in IT in teaching and
learning has not been a major priority at RGU. However, the situation is now changing. The
staff at ECU, in recent years, have begun to implement approaches to enable faculty staff to
develop skills in using ICT. However, many universities find that development in e-education
and distance learning has remained a domain for the individual enthusiasts. To ensure that staff
are capable of supporting quality, effective, online education that suits the purpose and meets
the learning needs of its clients, a structured staff development strategy is required rather than
leaving the development of ICT skills to chance.

Considering the characteristics and requirements of the teaching staff in both institutions, a
clear need has emerged for these staff to receive specific assistance to increase their ICT skills
in their teaching practices in online course development. Since course development often
involves the design of learning resources which incorporate multimedia components, staff
require time to become familiar with procedures relating to the development of digital
resources such as online graphics, video clips, text files and other online-appropriate media.
The experience from ECU suggests that a vision underpinned by a coherent staff development
strategy including “buy-in” from faculty is pivotal in ensuring successful implementation of
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ICT skills development for supporting online learning for faculty (Northcote, 2001). Such
recommendations would appear to also suit the situation at RGU.

Theoretical framework and evidence based practice

Prior to the advent of virtual learning environments (VLEs) as we currently know them,
support of distance education, the fore-runner of e-learning, was conducted exclusively by
mail, telephone, fax or, more recently, email. Today, the delivery of e-education is internet-
based, often incorporating various platforms of VLEs. Understanding the pedagogy of any
teaching approach is critical in the delivery of quality learning opportunities to students. It is
therefore important that staff who teach and support online learning are fully aware of the
pedagogy of online education. Constructivism, the pedagogy cited as the foundation of much
online education, considers learning to be a process which involves the construction of
knowledge by learners through social interaction or discourse (Jonassen, 1994; Van
Glasserfeld, 1998, Vygotsky, 1978). Such constructivist learning principles are also advocated
as appropriate for the design of web-based staff development programs (Salter & Hansen,
2000). The use of this pedagogical approach (MacFarlane, 1997) requires a paradigm shift in
which the learner’s role changes from the traditional passive to an active learning mode.
Ensuring this paradigm shift from the transmissive to the social constructivist approach to
teaching involves personal, social and professional change for staff and one that requires
support (Fetherston, 2001). This level of support is planned to be provided in this jointly-
designed staff development program, the first phase of which is the focus of this paper, by
planning opportunities for staff to develop their ICT skills at varying rates within
collaborative contexts.

Jonassen (1994, p. 35) summarised the principles that illustrate how constructivism can be
facilitated by sound instructional design. He recommends the provision of multiple
representations of reality. The natural complexity of the real world should also be
represented. Knowledge construction, not reproduction should be focussed upon. Tasks
should be authentically contextualised rather than being abstract and real world, case-based
learning environments should be provided instead of pre-determined instructional sequences.
Reflective practice should be fostered and knowledge construction that is either context or
content dependent should be enabled. Lastly, Jonassen recommends that learning can be
supported through the collaborative construction of knowledge through social negotiation. The
active, constructivist approach to teaching helps underpin deeper and quality learning (Boud
2002). These instructional design principles were used to guide the development of our staff
development program which aims to develop the ICT skills of teaching staff.
Quality learning is that which is authentic, meets learners’ needs, enhances engagement and
deep learning, develops long lasting knowledge, enables the interpretation of meaning,
metacognition and ownership of learning in the form of lifelong (autonomous) learning (Boud,
2002; Fetherston, 2001). In developing quality learning, learners develop good learning
behaviours such as risk taking, observation, analysis and evaluation. Furthermore, quality
learning can be indicated by learners who are able to create new knowledge and meaning when
presented with unfamiliar situations and information. Quality facilitation propagates quality
learning which in turn meets the needs of various stakeholders in education. This is clearly
demonstrated in the Figure 1 - Quality Spiral below.
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Figure 1: Quality Spiral of Educational Provision

In recent times, equality of opportunity and inclusiveness have become by-words of many
organisations and higher education institutions. This is in keeping with the UK government’s
policies and legislation for equality for all. Indigenous Education programs in Australia have
adopted similar terminology in many of their policy documents. The foregoing
notwithstanding, the results of the NAFTHE research project - “In from the Cold?  Part time
teaching, professional development and the Institute for Learning and Teaching” paints a
totally different picture of reality. The project’s key findings were:
•  Key finding 14: Induction for part time lecturers and postgraduate tutors was minimal and

most part time lecturer’s and postgraduate tutors’ initial experience of teaching was
unsupported and without training.

•  Key finding 16: Where institutional programmes for teaching and learning have now been
developed - and are open to part time lecturers - there are financial and time constraints for
part timers in taking these up.  Postgraduate tutors were the most likely to have engaged in
institutional programmes - which they found very useful.

•  Key finding 17: Both postgraduate tutors and part time lecturers expressed the desire for
support and development at the departmental and subject level. However, many part-time
lecturers have limited time available, given other commitments, and departmental and
development activities need to be carefully scheduled and paid for.

(NAFTHE Report, 2001, p.8)

The key report findings mentioned above are relevant to many universities which employ
sessional, part time or contract teaching staff including RGU and ECU. With these findings in
mind, this project attempts to address the issue of inclusiveness for part time lecturing staff.

Methodology

The research methodology adopted for this study is a longitudinal survey comprising a postal
survey questionnaire and semi structured, face to face interviews with staff and peer
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observation of teaching online using agreed criteria of the staff currently undertaking the
Online Tutoring Skills Course (See below). At RGU a postal survey questionnaire in ICT
skills to audit and determine the training needs of all staff in one of the thirteen Schools was
undertaken. Following the needs analysis, an Online Tutoring Skills Course was devised and
currently being delivered to a cohort of staff at RGU. (See next section for the outcomes of the
course.) At the School of Kurongkurl Katitjin, ECU, the staff’s needs in ICT have also been
assessed (Page & Northcote, 2000). From a series of face-to-face interviews and online
questionnaires, the staff’s needs were found to be similar to RGU’s staff in that they were
mainly concerned with how to manage online courses from administrative as well as
management, teaching and pedagogical perspectives. Staff at Kurongkurl Katitjin have
experienced a small number of face-to-face workshops on online learning courses provided by
staff within the School and from the university’s central professional development provider.

The staff development strategies provided so far to the staff at each university are intended to
be consolidated and further trialled this year.

Findings from the project so far at RGU and ECU

Findings from the needs analysis at RGU revealed that no staff in the School had the
experience or the relevant skills needed to support online learning. Additionally, none of the
staff had experienced online learning as a learner and only one respondent had the experience
of writing courses for web delivery. Below fifteen percent of the respondents have an
appropriate repertoire of IT skills. However, staff were desperate and needed to be able to
facilitate effective learning online within a lead in period of twelve weeks, at the start of the
next semester.

Reasons adduced by staff for the lack of relevant IT skills included: lack of time to attend staff
development activities as a result of other work commitments or inappropriate scheduling of
courses; previous bad experience in IT training; fear of technology; and distance was also a
major barrier to accessing staff development activities for part time lecturers who were not
based at university sites. These findings were similar to those reported by the NetCulture
Project (2001) Needs analysis of the staff development community of the Scottish higher
education institutions.

Reflecting on the above findings and in meeting the immediate needs of staff, the Online
Tutoring Skills project Course was then devised at RGU.  The intended outcomes are that
participants were able to: (i) familiarise themselves with the facilities within a virtual learning
environment and use the same to support online learning; (ii) appraise the pedagogy
underpinning online teaching;  (iii) design fit-for-purpose online course(s); (iv) embed ICT in
the curriculum and to use innovative technology in teaching and supporting learning; (v)
develop effective facilitator roles of moderating, reviewing, summarising, assess and giving
feedback on individual and group performance and (vi) reflect on own personal and
professional practice and development.

As part of grounding the course in best practice, it was fundamental that staff were trained
online, in the same medium through which they will deliver their own teaching to make
learning more authentic. Surprisingly, almost all of the participants preferred a mixed/blended
mode (some face-to-face and online) approach. However, they reported that the asynchronous
mode offered the space and time to research and produce more quality-focussed posts than in
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a face-to-face or synchronous mode, as they had more time to reflect on their learning. Some
quotes from participants regarding aspects of the course in contributing to their development
and in enhancing their teaching include:

 “I have more appreciation of motivational problems and general participant reluctance
to take part. Seeing it from the other side (as a learner) allows a good perspective, and
expert coaching provides insight into how it should be done.”

 “The course is certainly helping me to think about the issues and how I could use the
technology.”

 “The thought process of turning traditional format work into online  based work has
been interesting and enjoyable.”

 “In future, I will take a more theoretical approach to designing activities.”

At the School of Kurongkurl Katitjin, staff development activities have been provided by staff
from both within the School and across the university. An online survey of staff within the
School (Northcote, 2000) found that academic teaching staff were concerned about how online
courses would be designed, delivered and evaluated. They requested information about how to
construct online courses which suited the content of their courses but also indicated a concern
about the lengthy processes involved in developing digital resources. Other issues raised from
this group of staff included how to create online learning activities that were culturally
appropriate, managing the online courses from a managerial perspective and how to provide
teaching staff with instruction and time to develop ICT skills.

From this survey, a number of specifically designed instructional booklets were created which
provided assistance for teaching staff on how to manage and teach an online unit. Similar
booklets were created for students who were enrolled in online units at the School.
Additionally, a small number of workshops for staff and students were provided for staff at
metropolitan and rural locations on how to use the online teaching materials that had been
developed at the school.  The Professional Development Centre (PDC) within the university
has also provided staff with instructional workshops on how to create online units of study
using commercially available courseware software. Also, a proportion of the staff at the
School have enrolled and completed an online course on the topic of online learning, also
provided by staff development officers at the PDC. The School is now at the stage of further
increasing their online unit development program and, as such, an increased number of teaching
staff will become involved in both creating and delivering online courses. Since these staff have
a range of ICT skills, the School will benefit from a structured, coherent staff development
program in this area.

Similar results have been found from the RGU’s staff experiences of their staff development
activities to date. In the Online tutoring Skills course, there is clear evidence of peer-learning
and networking (formal and informal) in facilitating staff knowledge and skills base. This
assertion regarding the value of networking and peer-tutoring as a learning strategy is
supported by the findings of Howard, McGee, Schwartz and Purcell (2000) in their report of
a specifically designed course which aimed to enable teachers to become familiar with
appropriate technology and improve their ability to use computers. By using constructivist
models of instruction which specifically made use of cooperation and communication amongst
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its participants, teachers’ skills levels and teaching beliefs were both influenced.
Kandlbinder’s (2001, p. 377) observation about the power of the internet for collaboration
between academic staff echoes this recognition of the benefits of online learning by stating that
“the real opportunities for online technologies are in creating collaborative work environments
with an institutional focus. This offers tangible benefits in academic staff development
without major reorganisation by providing access to academic staff in remote locations”.

Inclusiveness of part time lecturers

It is recognised that personal networks enable individuals to function effectively and
efficiently in any organisation. In addressing the issue of non-inclusiveness with regard to part
time lecturers not being rigorously involved in staff development activities, a new forum for
part time lecturers has been created. It is intended that this forum will provide information and
influence networks for staff within each university and between the two universities. A virtual
conferencing and meeting point has been created for the group to enable them keep contact and
network with each other, as well as to deliberate and discuss issues on teaching, learning and
assessment. It is envisaged that once the part time staff “buy-in” to the online medium for
contact and discussions, this will form a natural extension into accessing training and
development online.

Proposals for further studies or investigation

This project attempts to devise strategies for enhancing quality staff development in
embedding ICT in teaching and learning, with particular emphasis in the support of online
learning. In so doing, it has identified: (i) a mixed mode (blended) approach of online learning
with some form of face-to-face support, in meeting the just-in-time ICT training needs of
staff. (ii) strategic alliancing as a principal strategy to adopt because of the benefits that can be
gained at both RGU and ECU from synergies in various areas. A modified version of a course
to support Online Teaching has been earmarked as the first course to be jointly developed by
and delivered to staff at both universities. An adaptation from management science, strategic
alliancing is the mutual but not exclusive cooperation between partners for the purposes of
deriving benefit from existing synergies; building capacity (for example, facilitate training and
development and accreditation of staff/personnel); ensuring commitment to competitive
advantage, sustainable development and collaboration; and networking (Cotton, 2000; Jones,
2000; Porter, 1980). Both universities will benefit by sharing knowledge and expertise; a
reduction in the learning curve; enhancing cost effective in reducing duplication of effort and
resources, and leveraging opportunities for networking. In addition, strategic alliancing offers
opportunities for benchmarking the quality of courses and effectiveness of delivery, as well as
providing flexible, accessible and portable training. (iii) use of the part time lecturers forum in
increasing participation in professional development activities.

In view of the above, therefore, the project’s next stage aims to: (1) conduct parallel research
studies into the effectiveness of online education in meeting staff training needs by utilising a
comparison of staff development experiences at two universities in different parts of the
world; and (2) evaluate the contribution of the part time lecturers forum in enhancing
inclusiveness.

In conclusion, it must be stated clearly that identifying strategies for enhancing quality staff
development and training is only but a part of the whole picture. For strategies to be effective,
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there must be clear commitment and support from senior management in terms of providing
the necessary vision, leadership and resources (Cotton, 2000; Jones, 2000; Porter, 1980).
Secondly, staff must have a “buy-in” into the strategy. Lack of commitment and support from
either will reduce the effectiveness of this staff development strategy.
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